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ABSTRACT

‘AS A WOMAN, AS A MOTHER, AS A FARMER’: UNDERSTANDING WOMEN’S
AGRICULTURAL PRACTICES, PERCEPTIONS AND ADAPTION TO CLIMATE
CHANGE IN THE UPPER MIDWEST
ERIN KLINE
2014
This research shows that women’s farming identities are changing inline with their
increased representation in agriculture in general, but specifically reflective of women’s
increased autonomy in decision-making. This is especially evident among women who
are primary operators, but increased equality is also apparent for women farming in
partnerships. These key findings align with current identity research (see Brasier et al.
2014) and demonstrate the multiplicity of roles that women fulfill on the farm, and how
these roles change in alignment with farming practices. This exploratory research draws
from Feminist standpoint theory and situated knowledge to develop qualitative interview
protocol to study women’s changing farmer identities. A sample of women farmers
(n=26) from three states in the Upper Midwest was used to explore farmer identities,
farm practices, use of farming networks, perceptions of climate change and adaption
methods. Findings indicate that research on the changing demographics of women in
agriculture needs to address how women are adapting to climate change, as this group
will face some of the greatest impacts from climate change. Finally, how women farm
illustrates the relationship among farmer identity and farming practices, and how these
statuses influence one’s position along a climate change continuum, thus how women
farmers adapt to climate change. Additionally, women are relying on formal and informal
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networks to support their farming. This knowledge can support and guide women as they
continue to increase in representation in all areas of agriculture, and contribute to
understanding the varying ways in which women farmers are adapting to these changes.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
From 1997 to 2007, the number of women working as principal operators in the
United States increased by 45.9 percent (2002 USDA Ag Census; 2007 USDA Ag
Census). In the same time period, South Dakota women principal operators grew by 44.9
percent; in Minnesota and Iowa, women principal operators increased by 75 percent and
60.3 percent respectively (2002 USDA Census of Ag; 2007 USDA Census of Ag).
However, current research emphasizes the specific gendered nature of the identity of
“farmer,” which may limit both women’s participation in production systems and their
decision-making role in different farm operations (Brasier et al. 2014; Pini 2005; Sachs
1996; Trauger 2004; Trauger et al. 2008; Trauger et al. 2010). Even as women farmers
are becoming more active and growing in number as principal operators, traditional
extension educators and pedagogical approaches primarily focus on male-centered
farming practices. These practices identify men as the actors participating in production
and women performing in compulsory “socially acceptable” gender roles (Allen and
Sachs 2007; Trauger et al. 2008; Trauger et al. 2010:98). This research builds on this
work by seeking to link self-identification as “farmer” with women’s roles as decisionmakers in production practices at various levels of farm size, particularly in relation to
climate change adaptation.
To examine women’s perceptions of climate change and their participation in
knowledge networks, I draw on Trauger’s concept of “valued knowledge” (Trauger
2004:296). She suggests that valued agricultural knowledge is socially constructed as
men’s knowledge, an ideology that is reflective of farmers and farming practices. Critics
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argue dominant agricultural knowledge reflects hegemonic masculine values, which
suggest that there is “only one farmer” regardless of the work that women do on the farm,
indicative of the highly patriarchal social structure of rural America (Campbell et al.
2006:5). These practices ultimately exclude women and deny them access to valuable
knowledge, power, and autonomy (Brasier et al. 2014; Trauger 2004; Trauger et al.
2008). Again, Trauger (2004) suggests that the limitations placed on women’s access to
valued knowledge led to their emergence in the organic agricultural sector, a sector that
fundamentally supports and values their knowledge. In this type of farming, women have
shared access to agricultural knowledge with their male counterparts, this is not always
reflected in farm partnerships in conventional agriculture, though equal partnerships are
becoming more popular (Brasier et al. 2014).
Nonetheless, the number of women working as principal operators in
conventional agriculture is also growing, typically as small-scale diversified farmers at or
below $250,000 gross income (2007 USDA Ag Census). Moreover, the 2012 Census of
Agriculture reflects this growth, as over 30 percent of all farm operators are now women
(Hoppe and Korb 2013). Hoppe and Korb (2013) found in their study of the changing
demographics and structures of U.S. farms that “women-operated farms increased in all
sales classes” but tend to represent the “very small farms” with 45 percent of these
operations concentrated in “grazing livestock” (iv). Other characteristics of women farm
operators indicate that women tend to be older (59 years), however the higher average
age of women farmers is off-set by “the number of women entering farming [as it]
exceeds the number exiting” (Hoppe and Korb 2013:9).
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Women farmers are specializing in grazing cattle, specialty crops such as

vegetables, melons, seeds, and hay; the number of women who operate horse farms has
“increased sixfold”; in addition, women are raising other livestock such as goats and
sheep and poultry and eggs among other miscellaneous livestock (Hoppe and Korb
2013:15-16). How and what women are farming tends to have the greatest return on their
investment in terms of the number of acres required to make a profit on what is grown.
“For example, $100,000 of sales could have been generated in 2007 by 3 acres of
strawberries or 9 acres of tomatoes. In contrast, it would have required 158 acres of field
corn, a traditional row crop, to generate sales that high” (Hoppe and Korb 2013:19-20).
What we can summarize from this overview of the work of women in agriculture in the
United States, is that women are largely redefining their position in agricultural
production, operating farms with more autonomy regardless of their primary or secondary
operator status, and increasingly changing the structure of farming in relationship to the
other roles that they hold on and off the farm. This knowledge necessitates continued
research both within academia, with focus on the changing demographics of agricultural
at the local and national levels. This is due to the fact that agricultural support at these
levels still remains dominated by agrarian ideology that continues to devalue the work of
women in agriculture (Allen and Sachs 2007) and focus attention on agronomics.
Research indicates that the changes that women are making to agriculture, how women
farm, can no longer be ignored, especially as small-scale farmers are growing in number
and face the greatest threats from climate change (Hatfield et al. 2014).
This research builds on past work about women, identity, and agriculture by
linking farming identities to perceptions of climate change and the adaption methods
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applied by women farmers. In addition, this research expels further the belief that women
in agriculture represent a homogenous group, and provides detailed accounts of women’s
experiences based on their farming identities and practices. Finally, this research includes
a starting point for future research on the changing role of women in agriculture in an
area of the U.S. that continues to be shaped by patriarchal knowledge of gender and
agricultural labor. Furthermore, this exploration provides a window into the lives of
women who in the face of seemingly insurmountable gender bias, environmental
extremes, and limited resources are making positive and impactful changes in their
farming and communities in the Upper Midwest, with emphasis on the important
influence of farmer networks both formal and informal.
It is with the preceding discussion of women’s changing role in agricultural in the
Upper Midwest that this exploratory research set out to address the following research
questions: How have women farmer’s identities changed over time, and if so, what
impact has that had on their decision-making and farming practices? Additionally, how
do women use unique networks for support in their work in a patriarchal field? How does
women farmers recognition of climate change impact how they farm? These research
questions are guided by past and present research on women, identity, and agriculture
with special emphasis on some of the earliest work on women and farmer identities (see
Pearson 1979). In addition, this research is guided by the evolution of identity models
with the recent publication of Brasier et al.’s (2014) survey of women on farms, which
accounts for the multiplicity of women farmer identities and the roles that accompany
them and adds to this research by emphasizing the role of farmer identity and farm
practices with environmental attitudes (see also Allen and Sachs 2007; Beach 2013;
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Brandth 2002; Coldwell 2009; Pini 2005; Sachs 1996; Trauger 2004; Trauger et al. 2008;
Trauger et al. 2010).
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CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
Farming is being redefined in the United States as more and more women are
owning and operating farms, taking on leadership positions, and contributing to equal
partnerships in all forms of agriculture. Furthermore, the food system of the United States
continues to be redefined as a result of exceptional growth among women farmers in
sustainable, alternative, and organic agriculture (Allen and Sachs 2007; Brasier et al.
2014). The shift in demographic characteristics of farmers represents a shift in farming
practices, the influence of women in farm related decision-making, and how this
influence is altered by women’s evolving farmer identities in new and exciting ways.
Therefore, this research has set out to answer questions about women’s changing farm
identities, the use of unique gendered networks for support in their farming, and how
women’s shifting identities and roles on the farm affect how they are adapting their
farming to climate change.
This review of the literature begins with the examination of women farmer
identities in an industry shaped by patriarchal ideals. Next, I review work on the use of
farmer networks that are unique to women in agriculture and the role and importance
these networks play in supporting the work of women in agriculture. Finally, I provide an
overview of research on women in agriculture and climate change with emphasis on
women’s roles in the global food system and how these roles impact their perceptions of
climate change.
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Women farmer identities and patriarchy in traditional farming practices
The iconic image of a farmer includes a man in coveralls, championing a dirty
John Deere cap; men shaped by harsh physical labor, the elements, the gamble, and at his
side, a proud, sturdy, yet demure woman. This image supports traditional gender identity
images of men as farmers and women as “farm helpers” (Allen and Sachs 2007; Beach
2013; Coldwell 2009; Pearson 1979; Pini 2005; Sachs 1996). Brandth’s (2006) research
on farmwomen and embodiment illustrates this perception of women’s labor on the farm,
she states: “women are seen as appendages to men—and as several studies have pointed
out, they are defined as assistants and helpers to farm men, doing the menial work” (20).
Women’s contributions to food production and agriculture have been shaped by powerful
gender constructs throughout history, where their work on the family farm is defined as
“the most basic labor of care” (Allen and Sachs 2007:1). Women’s roles and identities on
the farm vary and include what Jessica Pearson (1979) referred to as “independent
producers, farm partners, farm helpers, and farm homemakers.” Pearson (1979) suggested
that women’s farming identities reflect their proximity to agricultural production, thus
can be used to explain the roles and labor that they perform on the farm. Women who
identify as “independent producers” are in close proximity to agriculture, often
performing day-to-day labor, engaged in the maintenance of the farm, and operating the
farm largely independent of others. Women who identify as “farm partners” are laboring
in a similar capacity as their husbands or male partners (Pearson 1979). In these cases
there is a distinct gender division of labor, however Pearson (1979) indicated that this
division is largely unequal and reflective of gender bias that placed decision making in
the hands of men on the farm. This could be indicative of the time in which this research
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was conducted as contemporary identity research indicates that women’s relationships
with agricultural production are more complex and relationships between men and
women are becoming more equal (Brasier et al. 2014). For example, Brasier et al. (2014)
suggest the “plurality” of women’s identities on the farm, and increasing levels of
equality in decision-making especially among women farming in partnerships has
improved women’s status on the farm, but in varying degrees of equality (306). Pearson
(1979) continued her analysis of women’s farming identities by also identifying how
women most often function as “helpers” on the farm. In this position women willing or
not provide additional support to the “farmers” who are doing the work. They are likely
to be involved only seasonally, have minimal influence on the farm practices and other
operations of the farm. This places them at some distance from agricultural production,
thus indicated that the roles central to their function on the farm are largely domestic in
nature. In some cases they work off farm, but primarily assist in the farming where
needed. The last identity typology developed in Pearson’s (1979) research includes farm
homemakers. Their role on the family farm is limited to the private sphere where they are
likely to care for young children, prepare meals, and have little to no involvement with
labor on the farm, however still experience the strain of the “agricultural calendar”
(Pearson 1979:193). “Their contributions to production are considerable but largely
indirect” (Pearson 1979:190). Contemporary identity research has become more
extensive in recent years, and reveals new insight into the roles of women on the farm
and in agriculture in general.
Brasier et al.’s (2014) survey research of 815 “women on farms” provides an
expansive investigation of the multiple and changing identities that women maintain as
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they engage in agriculture in the U.S. (291). They suggest that the structure of agriculture
and farming is changing and as such, women are increasingly present as leaders in this
change (Brasier et al. 2014). The three primary farm identities Brasier et al. 2014 test in
their survey research include “primary operator” “farm wife-helper” and “off-farm
worker” (290). These identities differ from Pearson’s (1979) research because they also
include seven roles that are placed in a “salience hierarchy” based on a specified farmer
identity (Brasier et al. 2014:290). This research reflects the multiplicity of identity roles
that women in agriculture have redefined, thus the growing influence that women hold in
decision making on their farm the closer they are in proximity to agricultural production
(Brasier et al. 2014; Pearson 1979). The results of Brasier et al. (2014) research indicate
“a shift from conceptualizing a woman’s singular role on the farm to a plurality of roles
for women on the farm. Roles such as bookkeeper, entrepreneur, and farm worker are not
mutually exclusive, because they are bundled in patterns that reflect differing pathways
into and approaches to farming” (306).
Brasier et al.’s (2014) research offers exciting insight into the changing gendered
landscape of agricultural production, however there remains a distinct gender role
dichotomy throughout agriculture production, which is the outcome of what Allen and
Sachs (2007) refer to as an “agrarian ideology” (5). Agrarian ideology is used to explain
the unique role that women play in agriculture production, where “women perform the
majority of food-related work, but they control few resources and hold little decisionmaking power in the food industry and food policy” (Allen and Sachs 2007:1). In
addition, this ideology explains the absence of feminist resistance frameworks even as
women in agriculture are working to redefine their role in production, but are doing so
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largely by denying any association with feminism, while often maintaining traditional
gender roles (Allen and Sachs 2007; Brandth 2002; Devine 2013). Brandth (2002) argues
that a denial of feminism among rural farm women could be related to the academic
nature of feminism; the notion that feminism is reflective of urban women’s lives; and an
absence of feminism formulated based on the lived experiences of rural farm women.
This is explored in Carolyn Sachs’s (1996) Gendered Fields where she summarizes the
work of standpoint theory and situated knowledge scholars like Donna Haraway, and
concludes that situated knowledge is a powerful tool that can be used to explore rural
women’s lives because the “partiality” of this approach situates knowledge claims in
women’s experiences (Sachs 1996:17). She further explains that consciousness-raising is
also necessary for women to be aware of their oppression, such feminist “consciousness
raising” has not been as impactful among rural women due to some of the limitations of
feminism (Brandth 2002:109). However, Sachs (1996) also argues that situated
knowledge is precisely the approach that should be used to transform “feminist
standpoint” to a standpoint reflective of “women’s lives” (Sachs 1997:16-17). “Within a
patriarchal society where men define the world, women are unable to understand their
situation in an undistorted form. A feminist consciousness needs development through,
for instance, consciousness raising groups” (Brandth 2002:109). This change is most
evident among women farming in alternative, sustainable and organic agriculture.
Where women have had a notable impact is in alternative agriculture, an industry
that is dominated by women, yet as farmers, these women still face discrimination as
their “authenticity” as real farmers is often questioned (Allen and Sachs 2007; Coldwell
2009; Pini 2005; Sachs 1996; Trauger 2004; Trauger et al. 2010). “When women do farm
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alone they are dismissed as not being real farmers for utilizing male help or for failing to
subscribe to normative definitions of femininity” (Coldwell 2009:184). Though this is
often the case for women farming in the Upper Midwest, women have endeavored to
preserver, as is evident with the continued presence of women self-identifying as
principal operators of their farms (Trauger 2004; Trauger et al. 2010; 2012 USDA Ag
Census; 2007 USDA Ag Census; 2002 USDA Ag Census). In addition, where women are
farming independently, they tend to earn substantially less than their male counterparts
due to the fact that women are running smaller scale operations, tend to also work off the
farm, and split their time even further when childcare and domestic chores are accounted
for (Carolan 2012:142). Historically speaking, farming in North America and other
developed nations tends to be viewed as men’s work (Carolan 2012), however this
“cultural artifact” is not universal to all farming nations:
In fact, women farmers produce more than half of the food grown in the world
(and close to 90 percent of all food grown in Africa). Approximately 1.6 billion
women depend on agriculture for their livelihoods. Yet even though the majority
of farmers in many developing countries are women, most are unable to benefit
from agricultural funding and participate in the market due to cultural barriers,
including lack of access to land, credit, and education (Carolan 2012: 143-144).
It is obvious that women in the U.S. do not face these extreme barriers, however
agrarian ideology continues to impact women’s work in agriculture as well as their access
to land, capital, and social networks (Allen and Sachs 2007; Coldwell 2009; Pini 2005;
Sachs 1996; Trauger 2004; Trauger et al. 2010). These barriers could account for the
growth seen among women farming in alternative agriculture, where access to capital and
land are more attainable due to the nature of the farming that they are pursuing and the
fact that women tend to be leaders in networks that support women in this subset of
agriculture (Trauger 2004).
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For women in agriculture, farmer networks contribute to consciousness-raising

that support women’s positions on the farm, though this is largely dependent upon how
women identify their role on the farm. Pini’s (2002) (see also Hassanein 1997) research
indicates that women farmer’s greatest source of empowerment and support comes from
other women farmers, a valuable asset for women farming in a male dominated industry
and reflective of the historical use of social networks specific to women working in
agriculture.
This research builds on past work on women in agriculture and challenges the
belief that women in agriculture represent a homogenous group. This study uses a
feminist framework that can be applied in future research on the changing role of women
in agriculture in the Upper Midwest, an area that continues to be shaped by patriarchy.
Furthermore, this research provides a preview of the lives of women who are faced with
seemingly insurmountable gender bias and limited resources, but are making positive
changes in their farming and communities in the Upper Midwest. Another way in which
this research builds on existing research is through its contribution to information
reflective of the important influence of farmer networks both formal and informal.

Women farmer networks and support systems
This research is not seeking to quantify networks utilized by women farmers, but
to identify the critical role that networks play in “empowering” women in the farming
industry (Pini 2002; Trauger et al. 2008). “Women tend to trust other women farmers”
(Trauger et al. 2008), and therefore rely upon this trusted knowledge to influence the
practices and adaption methods utilized in their farming. In addition, networks provide
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women farmers, who have “historically” been invisible in a wide variety of roles in the
agricultural industry, with “support”, “inspiration”, and “empowerment” (Devine 2013;
Hassanein 1997:256). “The knowledge the women exchange [in networks] emerges not
only from their production activities, but also in large part from their experiences in a
male-dominated industry” (Hassanein 1997:256). Thus, networks play a pivotal role in
understanding women’s farming, adaptation to climate change, and knowledge
construction. Brasier et al.’s (2014) farmer identity research supports the need for
redefining educational approaches especially for women who are identifying as primary
operators, an important role that farmer networks specific to women (and men in general)
can use to help improve their farming. “Women as primary operators may have a broader
set of educational needs because of their responsibility for all aspects of the farm”
(Brasier et al. 2014:306). Here they suggest that there is an opportunity for agricultural
educators, organizations and networks alike to better serve this growing sector of
agricultural producers (Brasier et al. 2014). This point is crucial as women’s use of farm
networks has a complex history that is reflected in Devine’s (2013) research on Iowa
farm women.
Devine (2013) chronicles farm women’s activism in Iowa beginning as early as
1945. Her work illustrates the pivotal role that farm networks and organizations have
played in farm women’s lives as they often work ‘on behalf of the family farm’ a role
that she suggests is shaped by a strong agrarian ideology (Allen and Sachs 2007; Devine
2013). However restrictive this ideology, Devine (2013) suggests that there are pockets of
rural farm women who have acquired the skills and support to speak out as activists, join
political movements, and influence change; a form of feminism that she describes as

	
  

14	
  

“agrarian feminism” unique to rural women (Devine 2013:11). She proposes agrarian
feminism “refers not to a singular movement but a shift in consciousness and political
activist for a minority of farm women that coincide with broader social and political
movements in the late twentieth century” (Devine 2013:11). Devine’s (2013) historical
investigation of women’s lives as social activists is reflective of their work and role on
the family farm. In this regard, women’s activism was indicative of their support role on
the farm, a duty that was expected of them as “helpers” (Devine 2013:8). Thus, their high
level of activism wasn’t in competition or confrontation with agrarian ideology, but in
support of it.
Devine’s work aligns with Allen and Sachs (2007) interpretation of agrarian
ideology that shapes women’s lives, however Devine (2013) expands on this idea by
suggesting that regardless of the power that this ideology has historically had over
women, there are specific cases of feminist resistance. She suggests “even if women
refuse to identify as feminist, they are living and breathing [feminist] politics whenever
they stand up for themselves, their families and their rights” (Devine 2013:11).
Furthermore, she states that it is this process and practice that can be used to explain the
growth of networks and organizations where women were making political decisions, at
least in the formation of Farm Bureau organizations in their rural communities in Iowa
(Devine 2013). However, what is important to recognize by this work, is the fact that
women’s activism and involvement with networks was reflective of their role within the
home, an extension of their role as a helper and caretaker, and lacked any real emphasis
on gender inequality, but did address “gender marginalization in ways that made sense in
their rural environments” (Devine 2013:13). “[I]owa’s farm women continue to seek out
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opportunities and set forth a vision for agriculture based on the needs of family and
community” a practice that continues among women farming in the Upper Midwest today
(Devine 2013:14).
Devine’s (2013) application of agrarian feminism can help us to understand the
foundation of women’s activism in Iowa, as well as the power of patriarchy in women’s
lives in general. Furthermore, Allen and Sachs (2007) argue that the pervasiveness of
agrarian ideology denies women the ability to recognize their subordination, but perceive
their position as a necessary function of farm life, as is indicated in Devine’s (2013)
research. “Women have been expected to support the farm, men and children ahead of
their own needs or aspirations. Focused on the nuclear family and the male farmer,
agrarian ideology embodies traditional gendered roles and can pose a roadblock to raising
issues of gender equality for both men and women” (Allen and Sachs 2007:5). Lastly,
“agrarian ideology” has rendered women’s labor in agriculture unimportant, however
central to the maintenance of the patriarchal structure of the family farm (Allen and Sachs
2007). “The continual dominance of patriarchal family farms [is] shaping women’s
access to land, capital, and credit in the global food system” (Allen and Sachs 2007:5).
Therefore, this impacts women’s ability to farm independently, especially in the
traditionally male dominated industry of conventional agriculture. This has to do with the
fact that in farming, masculinity is often valued over femininity, “and as a consequence
farm women’s [bodies and] abilities are inferiorized and devalued” (Brandth 2006:20).
This research builds on research about the use of farm networks among women
working in agriculture, however emphasis is on the influence of farm networks on
farming practices and adaption to climate change. This research uncovers the importance
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of both formal and informal networks to the work of women in agriculture. Networks
become an increasingly important resource for women in agriculture the more
independent they are in the decision making that is taking place on their farms. This is
especially evident among women who own and operate alternative, sustainable or organic
farms. A reliance on local and often gendered knowledge is a valuable resource that
women trust to support their farming. These support systems are necessary as women still
hold a minority status in farming, and their farming is largely characterized as “hobby” or
insignificant due to the size of the operation and the number of people they reach in their
farming (Allen and Sachs 2007; Coldwell 2009; Pini 2005; Sachs 1996; Trauger 2004;
Trauger et al. 2010).
Women’s experience with formal networks, especially among independent
producers, reflects a desire for women centered organizations, for example the In Her
Boots series is a women centered program hosted by Midwest Organic and Sustainable
Education Service (MOSES). This may reflect the positive experiences that women
recollect as they discuss their reliance on women centered farming networks as a source
of empowerment, validation, and agricultural related resources reflective of their
experiences as women laboring in agriculture. However, in general women aren’t finding
the support that they desire in formal farming networks, and as a result they are turning to
informal networks, which are influencing farming practices, reflective of adaption to
climate change.

Women farmers attitudes toward climate change and the reflection of those attitudes in
farming choices and practices
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The gendered dimensions of climate change have become a growing area of

inquiry among feminist scholars. MacGregor (2010) uses feminist theory and methods to
study the social construction of knowledge as it is related to climate change, not as a
means of denying “the existence of anthropogenic climate change but to enable critical
interrogation of the social and political forces that shape dominant understandings of it”
(127). The application of a social constructionist approach to understanding the sociocultural origins of the scientific knowledge that shapes popular discourse about climate
change is an important step towards the inclusion of gender, as it too is regarded as a
social construct by some feminists. Through this process not only are we able to examine
gender and the impact of culture on the construction of gender, but we are also able to
examine the role of power in this process (MacGregor 2010). Furthermore, MacGregor
(2010) argues the power inherent in the scientific inquiry associated with the construction
of climate change knowledge has been shaped by “hegemonic masculinity” and reflects a
discipline traditionally dominated by men (128). She also points out the important role
that women have played in leading environmental movements in the 21st century,
especially movements that encourage, if not demand change to consumption patterns, and
the creation of more sustainable ways of existing on the earth (MacGregor 2010). “After
several decades of women carving out a niche as advocates and exemplars of more
sustainable ways of living, climate change has brought about a masculinization of
environmentalism. Men dominate the issue at all levels, as scientific and economic
experts, entrepreneurs, policy makers and spokespeople” (MacGregor 2010:128). Thus,
she raises a pivotal question: “Why are women largely absent as framers and shapers of
climate change as a political issue?” (MacGregor 2010:129). The response to this
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question addresses the concerns of this research, and includes the social and cultural
influences of hegemonic femininity, an ideological construct that is evident in Allen and
Sachs (2007) agrarian ideology referenced earlier.
Agrarian ideology is exceptionally influential in shaping women’s roles on the
farm and potentially their views of climate change. The ideology often influences the
type of farming that they practice, and the social networks that they are involved in.
Generally speaking, the greatest influence on women’s perceptions and understanding of
climate change are related to their roles within the private sphere as “women have a
heightened sense of responsibility for household survival” (Terry 2009 quoted in
MacGregor 2010:132).
MacGregor (2010) also tackles the impact that hegemonic femininity has on how
women are encouraged to respond to environmental issues, such as climate change, by
changing household consumption patterns, patterns which focus on women in the
developed North. MacGregor (2010) argues that such an agenda overlooks the gender
bias inherent in this approach. “A feminist objection is to point out that there are unfair
gender asymmetries involved in greening the household, which stem from the traditional
division of labour” (MacGregor 2010:134). Lastly, MacGregor (2010) identifies the ways
in which the exclusion of gender analysis from climate change perceptions impacts any
real progress in terms of mitigation and adaption. She suggests that any “attempts to
tackle climate change [that proceed] without the benefit of [gender] knowledge will be
insufficient, unjust and hence unsustainable” (MacGregor 2010:137).
Research that focuses on the social dimensions of climate change is a growing
area of inquiry, one where feminists and sociologists can make a profound impact on the

	
  

19	
  

theoretical and practical understanding of the gendered dimensions of this global problem
(MacGregor 2010; Smith et al. 2012). However, the inclusion of a gendered analysis of
climate change is limited at best. MacGregor (2010) describes the absence of gender from
the discussion of climate change, as do Hemmati and Röhr (2009) in their examination of
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).
Hemmati and Röhr (2009) suggest that the UNFCCC is beginning to recognize
the importance of accounting for gender in “mitigating climate change and adapting to its
impact”, a focus that they are likening to the increased presence of women calling for
global “climate justice” as well as increased participation in UNFCCC negotiations
(Hemmati and Röhr 2009:25). Historically, speaking women’s absence from this global
climate change forum has lead to a complete lack of understanding of the gendered
impacts of climate change.
Climate change is an environmental and social phenomenon that is highly
political, often divisive, with a wide range of interpretations, misinterpretations, and
definitions. The work of climate scientists Schmidt and Wolfe (2009) have produced
accessible and scientifically supported approaches to researching and defining the
environmental changes that have a direct impact on human life, however gender is also
absent from their summary of climate change impacts. Schmidt and Wolfe (2009) explain
climate change as not merely changes in the weather, but as wide spread global changes
in temperature and rainfall averages; the melting of glaciers, the warming of ocean
waters, the magnitude and frequency of storms and in some places severe drought similar
to that experienced throughout the Corn Belt and Upper Midwest in 2011.
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Climate change will continue to have a direct impact on agriculture due to the

nature of this industry, one at the mercy of ecological change. Furthermore, an emphasis
on the ability of rural communities to respond to these changes will largely be based on
their knowledge of adaption practices and the development of coping strategies. Molnar’s
(2010) analysis of the impact of climate change on rural, farming communities provides
insight into the necessary approaches that communities need to take in order to maintain a
livelihood in an area that is experiencing a “hollowing out” of employment opportunity,
an educated workforce, and other resources (Carr and Kefalas 2009). He proposes that
the ability of a community to adapt to “shifts in rainfall and temperature” are important
steps to reducing the community’s vulnerability to climate change (Molnar 2010:8). For
example, preforming “an analysis of community risk assessments considering climate
change carried out by various national Red Cross officers shows that such participatory
exercises can foster community engagement in climate change risk reduction” (Molnar
2010:11). Molnar’s (2010) approach is one where gender analysis is absent as he defines
rural as a homogenous group but does suggest future research “engaging rural women in
climate-change policy and strategy” as an alternative approach to problem solving and
the development of “innovative solutions”, an approach that continues to characterize
women’s experiences and women in general, as the other (Molnar 2010:11-12). Similar
gender divisions have been noted in research examining the impact of climate change on
rural communities across the globe.
Milne’s (2005) critical examination of the fallout of climate change suggests
those dramatically affected by climate change are those who contribute least to the
changes witnessed in the environment. Nationally and internationally, marginalized and
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disenfranchised, poor women and children face the greatest impacts of climate change
(Milne 2005). Therefore, those who comprise the “marginalized” and “disenfranchised”
need to be included in the discussion of climate change and policy, furthering the call for
diversified constructions of “valued knowledge” (Hemmati and Röhr 2009; MacGregor
2010; Milne 2005; Molnar 2010; Trauger 2004; Sachs 1996). Glazebrook (2011) echoes
Milne’s (2005) concerns with the absence of women in global climate change policy
development where she proposes that the absence of women in the decision making
process is reflective of hegemonic norms and gender role socialization. Although, she
also argues that women’s work in agricultural production in Africa at rates as high as 70
percent necessitate women’s involvement, especially when considering adaptive capacity
and practices (Glazebrook 2011). In addition, she suggests that women’s knowledge of
the impacts of climate change on women’s lives is crucial to developing policy that is
effective, equitable, and provides solutions that are applicable to women’s lives in the
face of significant impacts on food security as a direct outcome of climate change
(Glazebrook 2011).
First, women themselves experience and understand women’s vulnerability to
climate change. Second, women in developing countries in particular understand
connection among gender, poverty, and environment, and identify climate change
impacts already in their own experience while also anticipating further harms.
Further, women from throughout the globe are acting on the knowledge by
insisting that policy-and decision-makers at all levels can no longer exclude
gender from climate negotiations” (Glazebrook 2011:777).
Other research supports these claims by challenging traditional “valued knowledge”
claims (Hemmati and Röhr 2009).
A recent climate change report published by the U.S. Global Change Research
Program (2014) indicates specific impacts to agriculture as a result of climate change but
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an analysis of gender is completely absent. The report suggests “there have already been
detectable impacts on [agricultural] production due to increasing temperatures. Over
time, climate change is expected to increase annual variation in crop and livestock
production because of its effects on weather patterns and because of increases in some
types of extreme weather events” (Hatfield et al. 2014:152). These extreme weather
events will have a direct impact on production and yields and will require farmers to
adapt in practices, technology use, and crop rotation in order to attempt to keep pace with
the changes that are likely to occur in “the next 25 years” (Hatfield et al. 2014:152).
Climate change projections suggest that extreme weather events are likely to continue to
increase and will pose negative impacts for agriculture, thus adapting to climate change is
a necessary element of farming (Hatfield et al. 2014). However, relevant to this research
and the findings indicated in this report, is that adaption methods can’t be characterized
as a one-size-fits-all approach. Once again, gender is absent from this discussion.
The report suggests that not only will farming and farmers be impacted by
extreme weather events and climate variability, but an increase in the “weeds, disease,
and pests” (Hatfield et al. 2014:158). Increase in temperatures has a positive impact on
the increase rates of weed growth, the proliferation of disease and the ability of pests to
thrive. For example, livestock is directly affected by all three, and is expected to face
significant challenges as a result of land use, climate change and the response of “pests”
to these changes (Hatfield et al. 2014:158). Additional impacts of climate change include
increase precipitation and the impact on soil erosion, as well as increased instances of
drought and extreme heat (Hatfield et al. 2014).

	
  

23	
  
Up to this point, agriculture has been successful at adapting to climate change,

however “increased innovation” will be necessary to be able to off-set the rapid rate of
change projected to occur in the next 25 years (Hatfield et al. 2014:161). Innovation
includes:
[S]ustainable natural resource management strategies [are necessary] to inform
adaptive options for U.S. agriculture. More transformative adaptive strategies,
such as conversion to integrated crop-livestock farming, may reduce
environmental impacts, improve profitability and sustainability, and enhance
ecological resilience to climate change in U.S. livestock production systems
(Hatfield et al. 2014:162).
It is evident that adaptive strategies are required in order for farmers to remain
successful in the face of climate change, however this report suggests that there are likely
limitation and barriers for support to adapting to climate change, especially among small
scale farming where there is “little available capital” (Hatfield et al. 2014:162). Smaller
operations will experience high financial stress as their ability for “resilience to climate
change is also a function of financial capacity to withstand increasing variability in
production and returns, including catastrophic loss” (Hatfield et al. 2014:162). These high
stress situations are likely to fall heavily in the hands of women farming in alternative,
sustainable and organic agriculture as women continue to dominate in this area of U.S.
agriculture. To further complicate this point, women farming in small scale agriculture
may in fact be better equipped to deal with extreme weather variability due to the
implementation of diverse farming practices that increase their adaptive capacity.
Ultimately, climate change is expected to “decrease agricultural productivity” in the
Midwest (Pryor et al. 2014:420), and this decrease in production could directly impact
the lives of women in agriculture primarily due to the size and scope of their operations.
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Though with continued reliance on diverse farming practices, they will be able to
demonstrate the flexibility required to effectively maintain agricultural production.
Adaption to climate change is defined in this research as a person or communities
“ability to change in response to climate changes”; also known as “adaptive capacity”
(Ensor and Berger 2009). This capacity is comprised of multiple tools to successfully
adapt to climate change; including financial and environmental assets; technology; “skills
and opportunities” to assess and apply practices appropriately; and strong social networks
to increase knowledge and provide support (Adger 2003; Ensor and Berger 2009; Ford et
al. 2008; Molnar 2010). Ford et al.’s (2008) study of climate change adaptive practices
indicates that an important adaptive behavior includes the ability to incorporate
“technological adaptions”, however these methods of adaptation may only be “available
to those who can afford them, and there is evidence that the adoption of new technology
may increase inequalities within communities” (52). Similar challenges are likely to face
women in the Upper Midwest seeking to adapt their farming practices to climate change.
Research conducted by the U.S. Global Change Research Program (2009) concurs
with Ford et al.’s (2008) findings: “Successful adaption will require diversification of
crops and livestock, as well as transitions from irrigated to rain-fed agriculture. Producers
who can adapt to changing climate conditions are likely to see their businesses survive;
some might even thrive. Others, without resources or ability to adapt effectively, will lose
out” (U.S. Global Change Research Program 2009). Adapting to climate change will be a
necessary aspect of farming, thus the need for additional monetary resources, technology,
and knowledge of effective adaptation methods, resources that are often limited in small-
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scale agriculture, an area generally dominated by female farmers (U.S. Global Change
Research Program 2009; 2007 USDA Ag Census).
Feminist’s critiques of valued knowledge and emphasis on situated knowledge
(Trauger 2004; Sachs 1996) establish the precedent for the inclusion of women’s
perceptions, in this case women farmer’s perceptions of climate change in the Upper
Midwest. Therefore women’s perceptions are necessary for inclusion establishing the
need for adaptive practices, aligning with the capacity for action arising from identity.
Women’s vulnerability to effects and awareness of climate change provide unique insight
into the needs of this growing sector of farmers and inform future climate change policy
development. This research expands on this literature by continuing to emphasize the
inclusion of women’s voices and experiences in farming, the impact of climate change
and steps forward in adapting to this ecological crisis. The fact that women are still
viewed as the other is evident in the summaries provided by the climate change reports
included in this literature review. This research provides evidence that gender analysis is
necessary in order to successfully deliver appropriate and effective support to women
working in agriculture. Moreover, this job has largely been left to women to fulfill
independently as they research the appropriate adaption methods on their farm. This may
reflect the lack of educational resources available to women farmers that addresses their
needs as women in agriculture.

Conclusion
The effects of climate change are varied and far reaching, which require those
most readily affected to have an avenue available for participating in the construction of
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methods for change. The barriers faced by women in agriculture are steeped in agrarian
ideology, which proposes that women fulfill gender expectations by maintaining their
caretaker role (Allen and Sachs 2007). An expansion of this argument suggests that
women historically have maintained these relationships with the farm even as they adhere
to an “agrarian feminism” an approach to feminism that fulfills the needs of women on
the farm. Devine (2013) suggests this type of activism is designed to safe guard the
family farm and provide political support to the farm without drastically changing the
gender hierarchy that exists (Devine 2013). Finally, these overarching ideologies shape
women’s relationship to the farm through their labor thus women’s farm identities and
decision-making roles. Pearson’s (1979) research suggests that the closer women are in
proximity to agricultural production the more likely they are to contribute to the decision
making that this taking place on the farm. She separates farming identities into four
distinct groups: independent producer, farm partner, farm helper and farm homemaker
(Pearson 1979). This identity typology is used to explain the different identities that
women hold on the farm in relationship to the work that they perform, however all of
these identities are shaped by agrarian ideology both directly and indirectly (Allen and
Sachs 2007; Pearson 1979). In addition, women’s use of farm networks is also shaped by
their relationship to agricultural production, use patterns that are reflective of their level
of engagement with the farming that is taking place. Their level of involvement with the
farm also can be used to indicate the type of networks that they use in support of their
work on the farm and to what degree these networks reflect agrarian ideology or
challenge it. Finally, this research builds on previous work on women in agriculture, and
suggests that women are seeking networks to empower their work on the farm in new and
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inventive ways, reflective of changing farming identities (Brasier et al. 2014). These
changes include a more comprehensive farmer identity framework that applies a role
salience hierarchy (Brasier et al. 2014). The application of Brasier et al.’s (2014) saliency
hierarchy can be used to explain how women’s environmental attitudes have complicated
the existing assumptions about women’s farming identities and climate change.
In the chapter that follows, two key theories are used to address questions about
women’s farming identities, network use and perceptions of climate change, they include:
Feminist standpoint theory and situated knowledge. This theoretical approach provides a
way forward for the inclusion of women’s situated knowledge in agriculture, an element
largely absent from current discussions of agriculture and climate change. In addition,
these theory lend themselves to methodology that utilizes a feed back loop which is
democratic in nature, and provide detail rich accounts of women’s experiences in
agriculture, an industry that has tended to ignored and devalued their contributions.
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CHAPTER THREE

THEORY AND RESEARCH METHODS
Feminist Standpoint Theory and Situated Knowledge: Central Arguments
This research set out to include women’s voices in the leading ecological crisis of
our age, climate change. The women who comprise this research include women from
nearly all areas of agriculture in the Upper Midwest: they include goat and sheep farmers,
organic vegetable and gain farmers, women operating bison and cattle ranches, row crop
farmers; women farmers laboring in animal husbandry raising antibiotic-free beef, pork,
chicken and grass fed lamb, and all manner of vegetable, and tomato farmers. The
challenging task of capturing the experiences and positionality of this diverse population
of women is accomplished with the application of Feminist Standpoint Theory and
Situated Knowledge (Haraway 1988; Harding 1991). The primary thesis of this theory is
“situated knowledge” which has been interpreted to mean a “distinct way of knowing”
that reflects the social position one holds and the ways in which this social position
influences experience (Haraway 1988; Intemann 2010:783-784). It is with this
framework in mind that the research questions are addressed.
Feminist theory scholars argue that Standpoint Theory has brought to the
forefront the value and import of theory building and research that begins from the lives
of women, where situated knowledge “allows us to become answerable for what we learn
how to see” (Crasnow 2009; Haraway 1988; Harding 1991; Intemann 2010; Nagel and
Sachs 2000; Sachs 1996; Rolin 2009; Smith 1990). In Kirsten Campbell’s (2004) review
of Haraway’s (1988) “situated knowledges”, Campbell suggests that Haraway’s
preference for “subjugated standpoints” reflects the notion that oppressed or subjugated

	
  

29	
  

groups can provide science a “more accurate account of the constitution of science”
because she argues that a relationship exists between “critical knowledge and social
position” (Campbell 2004:171). Therefore, the argument rests with “knowers of
oppression” as their experiences with oppression equip them with a “ more accurate”
characterization of the social life and the “oppressive social relations” that shape social
life (Campbell 2004:171). However, what Cambell suggests isn’t addressed in Haraway’s
work is the critical difference between achieving a feminist’s standpoint, which is a
political standpoint, and the standpoint of women, which is a social standpoint (Campbell
2004). This is an important distinction to make as not all women prescribe to a feminist
ideology, as is evident among the women in this research (Campbell 2004). What is
present among rural women is what Devine (2013) describes as an “agrarian feminism,” a
position that fulfills the needs of women in rural, agricultural communities, but one that is
less likely to be described by rural women as feminist. A position that is common among
rural women, even as they strive to redefine their positions and roles on the farm in ways
that reflect a feminist framework.
Another important aspect of this theory is the focus on material conditions and
how differing material conditions shape women’s access to social and political power.
Intemann (2010) summarizes this relationship by stating that “membership in certain
groups will be relevant to the kinds of experiences one has because of how it affects
one’s social, political, and material circumstances” (Intemann 2010:785). In this regard,
women as an oppressed group have been shaped by the material conditions that they
hold, thus give rise to different experiences (among women) than men based on these
material conditions (Intemann 2010). This statement gets at the core of the argument of
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whose experiences, and which material conditions are considered epistemically
significant (Intemann 2010). However, standpoint theory and situated knowledge
shouldn’t be reduced to social location and experience alone, but “standpoints are said to
be achieved” (Harding 1991; Intemann 2010:785). Furthermore, standpoints “are
achieved only when there is sufficient scrutiny and critical awareness of how power
structures shape or limit knowledge in a particular context” (Intemann 2010:785). For
example, a feminist standpoint can be achieved through the process of consciousnessraising (Intemann 2010; Smith 2013). Consciousness-raising is an important aspect of
feminist theory building, teaching, and activism. This quality of feminist theory building
is inevitably political as is evident in the second wave of the women’s liberation
movement, and the influence this activism has had on women’s material conditions, and
the ability of feminist to draw upon these social positions to influence theory and
research.
Leading standpoint theorist Sandra Harding argues that: “Women’s different lives
have been erroneously devalued and neglected as starting points for scientific research
and as the generators of evidence for or against knowledge claims” (Harding 1991:121).
She goes onto argue that:
We must insist on an objective location-women’s lives-as the place from which
feminist research should begin […] it is not the experiences or the speech that
provides the grounds for feminist claims […] [but] observations and theory that
start out from, that look at the world from the perspective of, women’s lives
(Harding 1991:123-124 emphasis added).
An important element of her argument for the development of knowledge and
theory that emerges from women’s lives is how this process occurs. She proposes that in
order for a feminist standpoint to emerge in research about women, it also must be
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research for women, which includes a “democratic” element; research that is inclusive
and not exclusive to those of a dominant group (Harding 1991:124). Campbell’s (2004)
summary of Haraway’s work frames it in another way: “recognizing the situated nature
of knowledge entails that it is no longer possible to practice the “god-trick,” in which a
particular knower posits his knowledge as universal” (Campbell 2004:170). These
positions reflect feminist’s critique of traditional science, which build upon scientific
reason to construct which scientific claims are categorized as knowledge. This criticism
illuminates the role of power in the construction of science and what science determines
are valuable knowledge claims (Campbell 2004; Haraway 1988; Harding 1991; Intemann
2010; Sachs 1996).
Intemann (2010) proposes that to adopt a “feminist standpoint involves making a
normative commitment to revealing the ways in which gender, for example, shapes and
limits scientific inquiry as well as what we take to be [objective] scientific knowledge”
(Intemann 2010:786 emphasis added). She claims that knowledge and experience do not
solely stem from individual experiences alone, but is shaped by the culture and social
community through which women derive and give meaning to those experiences
(Crasnow 2009; Harding 1991, 2009; Intemann 2010; Naples and Sachs 2000; Rolin
2009; Smith 1990; Smith 2013). Knowledge is therefore a social construction that occurs
within the confines of community or what Intemann (2010) refers to as an “epistemic
community” (789). She states:
[I]ndividuals with certain sorts of experiences have been systematically excluded
from epistemic communities. Therefore, their experiences can provide the sort of
insight that will increase the rigor of critical scrutiny that occurs in such
communities and make it more likely that background assumptions, methods,
models and explanations will be justified (Intemann 2010: 789).
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It is through this process that the integration of women’s everyday lived experiences as
origins of knowledge building and scientific investigation become the focus of standpoint
theory (Crasnow 2009; Harding 1991, 2009; Intemann 2010; Naples and Sachs 2000;
Rolin 2009; Smith 1990).
Feminists have worked to develop standpoint theories that challenge and unhinge
androcentric scientific epistemology and in doing so have identified the central role that
power plays in what is constructed as “valuable knowledge” when considering what has
been left out or ignored from this “historical canon” (Smith 2013:31). Smith (2013)
suggests that women’s work, as a byproduct of patriarchy, has been devalued thus
excluded from the development of scientific “reason”, a plausible argument when
women’s mental and imaginative capacity were deemed unsuited for knowledge building
(31). This level of sex discrimination and bias is precisely what Harding (1991) uses to
explain why women, as a marginalized group, can provide insight that the dominant
group cannot. “Starting from the standpoint of women in this organization of social
activity enables us to recover the processes through which social life in fact has taken the
forms we see around us” (Harding 1991:128). Here Harding refers to women’s
relationship with the material world, a position within a hierarchical system that often
places women in a lower status than men. Women also hold the “outsider status” which
historically has excluded them from participating in the decision-making process among
institutions that shape social life. However this status also provides women with unique
insights, and therefore their contributions can have an impact on science and the methods
used to conduct social science research (Harding 1991:124). Harding (1991, 2009) states
that standpoint theory has been successful at crossing disciplinary lines as a
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methodological approach because it provides an effective research frame inclusive of
multiple foci. The key to understanding standpoint theory and the controversy
surrounding this approach is the inherent political focus of the methodology. “Such
research is committed to the production of information women want and need in their
struggles to survive and to flourish…The scientific/epistemological and ethical/political
are inseparable in standpoint approaches to research” (Harding 2009:193). In addition,
she suggests that standpoint research must always be “intersectional” and identify
established power structures and one’s relationship to them (Harding 2009:194).
Harding (1991) discusses Hill Collins’ (1986) work on the “outsiders within” and
uses this approach to examine the role of women in science and knowledge construction.
Both Harding and Hill Collins argue that women’s standpoint as outsiders “promise to
enrich” other discourses as well as feminist discourse (Harding 1991:131). Intemann
(2010) argues this point by stating: “The inclusion of members of marginalized groups
has the potential to lead to more rigorous critical reflection because their experiences will
often be precisely those that are most needed in identifying problematic background
assumptions” (Intemann 2010:787-788). The inclusion of marginalized groups, such as
women farmers, in the examination and discussion of farmer identities, farming practices
and climate change in the Upper Midwest is a necessary step forward to address the
needs of this growing sector of agriculture.

Women in Agriculture: Applying Situated Knowledge
Drawing from these larger frameworks, situated knowledge is used to assess and
analyze the dynamics between women’s farming identities, farming practices, network
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use, environmental perceptions and adaptive practices (Sachs 1996; Trauger et al. 2008;
Trauger et al. 2010). As stated earlier, situated knowledge or “positionality” suggests that
“seeing” occurs based on the position that one holds in society and is shaped by social
factors such as sex, age, race, gender, sexual identity, etc. (Buckingham-Hatfield
2000:28). These factors converge to influence women in agriculture, which “for women
farmers, multiple identity locations shape their engagement with agriculture and how they
are perceived by themselves and others” (Trauger et al. 2008:433 emphasis added).
Sachs’ (1996) application of Donna Haraway’s “situated knowledge” is a framework for
this research on women farmer’s identities, farm practices and perceptions of climate
change in agriculture because it identifies women’s unique relationship with the
environment. She states: “In most cultural settings rural women’s situated perspectives
come from their connections to the environment, from their work in subsistence,
reproductive, and productive realms, and from the patriarchal nature of rural families”
(Sachs 1996:17). Sachs (1996) proposes that using situated knowledge allows for
research to reflect the views of those in subordinate positions, shedding light on this
standpoint, “offer[ing] the possibility of seeing differently than from dominant
perspectives” (17). Situated knowledge as applied in this research, demonstrates the
achieved positionality that women in agriculture hold based in part on how they selfidentify their labor and the proximity of this labor to agricultural production (Pearson
1979).
Pearson’s (1979) farmer identity research is some of the earliest research on
women’s farming identities, and suggests that women’s labor in agriculture reflects
gender role socialization processes that limit women to fulfilling specific tasks reflective
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of their role within the domestic sphere. She suggests that these roles change the more
willing and free women are to alter traditional gender role stereotypes, and if possible
labor in positions usually reserved for men, placing them in closer proximity to
agriculture production (Pearson 1979). She proposes that women’s relationship with
agricultural production reflect four distinct farming identities: independent producer,
farm partner, farm helper and farm homemaker (Pearson 1979). At the time of her
research, the first two identities were the least commonly held by women largely because
it placed them within the context of farmer. She suggested, that only women who selfidentified as “tom-boys” or embodied characteristics reflective of masculine trademarks,
were likely to hold this position on the farm (Pearson 1979). In addition, she suggested
that women who did attain these coveted positions often did so by default: “[women are]
commonly thrust into this role because of the death or incapacitation of farm husbands”
(Pearson 1979:190). What has become evident in the past 35 years is that women are
entering into farming for reasons that are reflective of changing gender role socialization,
increased access to resources, and in some cases a desire to alter a largely unsustainable
agronomic food system (Brasier et al. 2014; Trauger 2004; Trauger et al. 2008; Trauger
et al. 2010). Situated knowledge as a theoretical framework, provides a lens through
which we can engage with the work that women are doing on the farm, how these
experiences have changed over time and what this means for women working in
agriculture going forward. An important part of this research is also identifying how these
changing identity structures impact the types of resources that women seek to support the
work that they are doing in agriculture and the need for these support networks and
organizations to keep pace with the changing demographics of agriculture.
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Women’s farm identities, in part, can influence the type of network resources and

organization that they seek, and whether they choose to seek resources specific to women
engaged in farming. Network use is also reflective of the changing needs of women in
agriculture, and where these needs aren’t being met, women are actively seeking informal
networks with other farmers, both women and men, who following similar farming
practices. From this perspective, we can see that women’s social position or achieved
positionality of “alternative” farmer influences how they use social networks, and the
desire to seek support for their farming. This is especially evident among women who are
“independent producers” in alternative, sustainable or organic agriculture. The
application of situated knowledge in these cases illustrates that in order for networks and
organizations to remain relevant in the lives of women farmers, they must commit to
supporting women in very specialized ways. An example of this is seen in the work of
networks like Women, Food and Agriculture Network (WFAN), Midwest Organic and
Sustainable Education Service (MOSES) with programs such as In Her Boots. Not only
has the application of situated knowledge framed women’s relationships with farming
and farmer identities, and network use, but plays an significant part in understanding the
relationship between women farmers and their perceptions of climate change.
Situated knowledge as a theoretical approach allows for the researcher to identify
the magnitude to which intersecting identities influence and shape women’s relationship
with climate change (Nagel 2012). Such an approach provides insight into the fact that
climate change does not “affect everyone equally, nor does everyone respond uniformly
to climate change” (Nagel 2012:468). The gendered dimensions of climate change and
agriculture can be fully explored with the use of these feminist theories, because they
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provide a platform from which “power relationships” are examined among women
farmers (Rolin 2009). In addition, feminist standpoint theory focuses on how the work of
feminist research can be used as a source of empowerment for women (Rolin 2009).
Empowerment is achieved as women are provided with tools to act in the face of gender
discrimination; this ability to act is often achieved when “social experiences are
[explained as] collective and not merely individual” (Rolin 2009:224). In this research,
standpoint theory is necessary to identify and understand how women farmers’ identities
shape their perceptions of climate change and how these perceptions impact and
influence their adaptation methods.
Standpoint and situated knowledge provide a platform to investigate knowledge
construction in agriculture and how women have gained access to this process. The
consciousness raising that has occurred among women in agriculture is evident of how
women are changing and affecting the knowledge constructs that are guiding their
farming practices. This process is especially clear when looking at how women use farm
networks to support their farming, in some cases as a result of a history of women being
relegated to gender specific roles on the farm. In an industry that defines men as
“authentic” or true farmers, for many women, especially independent producers, a
reliance on gendered networks becomes important (Hassanein 1997; Pini 2002; Trauger
et al. 2008; Trauger et al. 2010). Thus, gendered networks provide support,
empowerment, and valued knowledge for women farmers (Hassanein 1997; Pini 2002;
Trauger et al. 2008).
Lastly, it is through the documentation of the experiences of women, mothers,
and farmers that we are able to see another aspect of agriculture that is often overlooked
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and devalued as it emphasizes feminine characteristics of nurturing the next generation,
imaginative approaches to farming, and smaller scale agricultural production. In this
regard, the use of standpoint theory and situated knowledge provide some key insight into
women’s experiences with climate change as they engage in work farm as ‘independent
producers, farm partners, farm helpers or farm homemakers’ (Pearson 1979). Thus,
women’s vulnerability to effects and awareness of climate change provide unique insight
into the needs of this sector of farmers as they inform future climate change policy
development (Hemmati and Röhr 2009; MacGregor 2010; Milne 2005; Molnar 2010).
Finally, situated knowledge has identified the importance of social location and the
power constructs that influence experience and knowledge construction. Therefore,
successful adaptation to climate change is reflective of available monetary resources,
access to supportive social networks, position in an epistemic community and perceptions
of climate change (Adger 2003; Esnor and Berger 2009; Hassanein 1997; Intemann 2010;
Karl et al. 2009; Pini 2002).
In conclusion, feminist research emphasizes the inclusion of women’s voices in
the conversation about climate change and agriculture, which elicit perspectives on the
issue, that are often overlooked. Standpoint theory and situated knowledge identify how
women’s material conditions and social location shape and influence their perceptions of
climate change, thus how they adapt to it. In addition, standpoint theory and situated
knowledge provide us the tools to understand the epistemic community that women have
developed to support their varying positions on the farm, a position that is reflective of
their proximity to agricultural production. This achieved positionality situates women’s
knowledge of farming within the farm labor that they engage, the decision making that
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extends out of their participation on the farm, and how this influences the types of
farming networks that they seek to support the work that they are performing from sunup
to sundown. In addition, we see that the achieved positionality of women working in
agriculture influences their environmental attitudes, with emphasis placed on how women
enter into farming, the type of farming that women participate in, and the multiplicity of
roles that they fulfill on the farm directly or indirectly related to their farmer identity
(Brasier et al. 2014). In this final stage, Pearson’s (1979) identity typology begins to fall
apart as farming identities become less distinct in their ability to organize women’s
perceptions of climate change around one of the four identity typologies that Pearson
(1979) outlines in her research.
The broader concepts explored in this research are outlined in a concept map (see
Figure 1), and are addressed in more detail in the research methods section that follows.
Figure 1. Concept Map
How Women Farm
Farmer
Identity

Farm
Practices

Environmental Attitude
Formal

Informal

Adaption Methods
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RESEARCH METHODS
Introduction
To address the research questions, I used a qualitative approach and an inductive
analysis of qualitative data. This section outlines the research methods used in the
organization, collection and analysis of data pertaining to women farmers in the Upper
Midwest. The first part of this section provides a brief overview of standpoint
methodology, followed by key concepts and the operationalization of variables. I then
introduce the research population and included in this section a report of research
activities, sampling, a discussion of gatekeepers and key informants, as well as the
processes used to enlist participants and how participants were compensated. I conclude
the research and methods section with a summary of interview procedures.

Standpoint Methodology and Researcher Positionality
An approach to conducting qualitative research that is shaped and informed by
standpoint theory is one that accounts for the construction of knowledge, power and
epistemology as well as how within a hierarchical society, these concepts influence the
way in which research is conducted (Nagy Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2004). This approach
to conducting research has a history of challenging the traditional positivist method to
research, which suggests that the researcher holds a position that is outside and separate
from those s/he is researching, free from influence (Nagy Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2004).
Standpoint methodology challenges this approach and offers instead, a “critical
methodology” which suggests that there are multiple, intersecting truths that are situated
in experience and one’s relationship to power (Nagy Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2004). Such
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an approach suggests that all knowledge is situated and constructed, which is to say that
those who experience oppression are burdened with being able to identify their position
within the hierarchy, thus illuminating their standpoint. In addition, standpoint
methodology suggests that in this process of knowing, those who are oppressed are also
able to identify those who hold a dominant position in society (Nagy Hesse-Biber and
Leavy 2004). “This is because those who are disadvantaged along the lines of race, class,
gender and sexuality may be familiar with both the dominant discourse and their own
position, resistive or counter, which is shaped by day-to-day experiential knowledge”
(Nagy Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2004:10). This is not to say that feminist research doesn’t
strive for objectivity, but what Sandra Harding recommends as the use of “strong
objectivity” in recognizing that even the researcher brings to the research experiential
knowledge that shapes what is researched and how it is researched (Nagy Hesse-Biber
and Leavy 2004:10).
The use of standpoint methodology to guide researchers in her/his exploration of
people’s lived experiences is one that balances the production of “new knowledge while
simultaneously challenging dominant power-knowledge relations” requiring the
researcher to be aware of and account for her/his “standpoint” in relationship to those
participating in the research (Nagy Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2004:11). It is through this
recognition of subjectivity and power constructs that researchers can strive to reflect in
their work the influence that the position they hold has on the participants that are sought,
the subject matter that is researched, the research methods selected, and ultimately how
the results of the research are disseminated and to what end (Intemann 2010). It is with an
awareness of my own partiality that I progressed through this research. It is relevant to
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note that I did not grow up on a farm nor have I labored intensively on one, but I come to
this research with an academic and personal interest in the lives of women as they
navigate, transform and reinvent the social positions they hold. I also come to this
research with an awareness of environmental issues and environmentalism, and the
influence this has had on my personal consumption choices. As a result of my own
personal awareness of the positionality that I bring to this research, I have taken steps to
account for this by seeking participants’ feedback in the research process. This process is
addressed and is an important goal of this research, to provide a resource for women
farming in the Upper Midwest. The first steps in providing such a resource is to outline
the key concepts addressed in this research and how these concepts were applied in the
data collection process.

Key Concepts and Operationalization
The intent of this exploratory research was to identify the relationships between
farmer identity, farm practices, network use, and perceptions of climate change. The
relationship that emerged reflects how women farm and the adaption methods that are
applied in their farming. The variable identity was measured by asking six semistructured questions, however some unscripted follow up questions were asked in order
to encourage participants to elaborate on their responses, and were logged in field notes.
Questions included asking women about their entrance into farming; their experiences as
women in a male dominated industry; if they identify as the principal operator of the farm
or as a farm partner, helper or farmer’s wife. In addition, I asked women to describe the
work that they perform on the farm and if they thought this work was equal to that of
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their husband or partner (See Appendices 2). I included follow up questions that asked
them to determine if they felt their work on the farm was “essential to the daily
maintenance” of the farm operation. The last two questions included asking them to
describe their role or position on the farm, and their reaction to the traditional ideology
that depicts “men as real or authentic farmers” (Allen and Sachs 2007; Beach 2013;
Coldwell 2009; Pearson 1979; Pini 2005; Sachs 1996). These questions were designed to
encourage women to describe their experiences and to catalog the work that they engage
in on the farm and how this labor influenced or represented their farming identity. In
addition, these questions addressed how women’s farming identities and their roles in
decision-making on the farm have changed over time.
The key concepts “farm practices” and “environmental attitude” were
operationalized using a series of seven questions that addressed the type of farming that
they perform and the relationship of the said farming practices to concerns for an
environmental or ecological crisis. The questions that were specific to farming practices
were guided by the 2007 Census of Agriculture’s measure of farm production practices.
These questions included asking participants about practices such as USDA organic
certification or whether their farm is classified as small-scale conventional grossing
$250,000 a year or less. These two farming practices were selected because women are
overrepresented in these census categories, however not all the women included in this
research fit precisely within this framework (see Table 3). Questions in this section also
focused on assessing how much control women felt they had in the operation, and how
levels of control are linked to farming practices. These questions led into a series of
questions that focused on environmental changes that they have witnessed in their
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farming and if these environmental changes were related to climate change. These
questions address issues such as a “possibility for an ecological crisis” and the “fragility
of nature” (Dunlap et al. 2000). Four questions were adopted from Dunlap et al.’s (2000)
survey research on environmental attitudes and were grouped as two distinct questions.
The desired outcome was to establish the level of environmental concern with the type of
farming that is taking place on the farm and how much control women have over
decision-making on the farm. I did this by asking questions, such as “Do your beliefs
about the impacts of agriculture on the environment affect how you farm?”; “As a woman
in agriculture, what role do you see humans playing in the abuse of the environment?
How do you perceive the concern for an environmental crisis?” These questions were
used to attempt to establish a link between concern for the environment and their work as
women in agriculture, labor that was also influenced by their farmer identities.
The last concept that was explored in this research includes five questions related
to women’s use of networks and organizations, specifically their use of women centered
organizations as a source of “empowerment” and support (Hassanein 1997; Pini 2002)
(See Appendices 2). Such questions were also used to get at women’s use of informal
networks as is indicated in the literature (Hassanein 1997; Pini 2002). In addition, this
section was designed to determine if women’s use of networks and organizations had a
direct influence on their perceptions of climate change, and if so, how network
participation was influencing how women are adapting to climate change in their
farming. The final section of the protocol includes questions focused on gathering
demographic data such as primary occupation, age, and education level.
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The key concepts of this research are part of an on going feminist research agenda

(Brasier et al. 2014) that focuses on women’s farmer identities and their roles in farm
related decision-making, and labor. The use of Standpoint Theory and Situated
Knowledge include a theoretical approach that emerges out of the lives of women
working in agriculture, because it places at the center of this research, women’s
perspectives and experiences and uses their “achieved positionality” to continue to
inform and support women in agriculture. As a result, the research population represents
a diverse population of women farming in the Upper Midwest.

Research Population Characteristics
Women interviewed for this research ranged in age from 24 to 65, and 20 women
were married or in domestic partnerships (See Table 1). The educational backgrounds of
women who participated in the project include: 13 women with a bachelor’s degree, six
with a master’s degree in an agriculturally related field, one with a Ph.D. in a related
field, one with an associate’s degree, and five had high school diplomas (See Table 2).
women who participated in this research said their primary occupation was “farmer”
followed by women who are farming as well as working off-farm in occupations not
directly related to agriculture. The next subset includes women who are working in
agriculturally related fields, such as agricultural educators and organic certifiers. In
general, women farming in the Upper Midwest are highly educated and are representative
of women who work in agriculture across the nation especially among women who are
farming in alternative agriculture (Brasier et al. 2014; Trauger 2004).
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Table 1: Marital Status and Average Age of Participants
Marital Status/ Domestic Partnership
Married
20
Unmarried
6

Average Age
49

Table 2: Participant Occupation and Education Level Data
Primary Occupation
Farmer
Farmer plus off-farm
occupation
Ag related occupation
Off-farm occupation
Farmer plus stay-at-home mom
Direct Market farm products

15
3
3
3
1
1

Highest Degree Completed
High School Diploma
Associates Degree

5
1

Bachelor Degree
Master’s Degree
PhD

13
6
1

Among the 19 women interviewed for this research who farmed in alternative
agriculture, the number of acres ranged from less than one to 320-acres. This included
land used for grazing, perennial commodities such as vineyards and apple orchards as
well as restored grasslands. Ten of the 19 women farming in alternative agriculture were
certified organic farms; several stated that they chose private certified through such
programs as Midwest Organic Services Association (MOSA), a USDA authorized
certifying agent, while others selected local certifying agencies due to lower cost for
certification and often higher standards. Two farmers indicated that they were Certified
Naturally Grown; three women stated that their livestock were grass fed, one women
included her buffalo are Certified Humane Raised while other farmers described a mix of
mostly sustainable and organic practices, but held no certification due to high costs or
personal choice (See Table 3). In this sample there were four women who were farming
using conventional only practices in partnership with their husbands, and three women
who utilized a mix of conventional and some sustainable or organic practices, though
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held no organic or sustainable certification status. In these last three cases they suggested
that they saw the necessity and benefit of farming utilizing a mix of approaches. These
farm operations included raising cattle and other livestock and/or growing commodity
grains like corn and soybeans. Among these farms was the highest level of overall acres,
which ranged between 1000 to 5000-acres in operation and tended to be concentrated in
South Dakota (See Table 3).
Table 3: Agricultural Production and Farm Practices
Production
Vegetables, Grains and
Perennials
Commodities
Alfalfa
Corn
Fruit Trees
Garlic
Hay
Nuts
Oats
Orchards
Perennials (Aronia Berry,
Blackberry, Blue Berry,
Strawberry, Raspberry)
Small Grains
Soybeans
Sweet Corn
Timber
Tomatoes
Vegetables (Root
vegetables, leafy greens,
and perennials)
Vineyard
Wheat
Value Added
Goat Cheese
Goat’s Milk
Jam
Jelly
Lotion
Salsa
Soap
Practices
# of Farms
Farmland
and Pasture
Total Acres

Livestock
Buffalo
Cattle
Chicken
Cow/calf
Goats
Hogs
Holsteins
Lamb
Sheep
Turkey

Eggs

State
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Alternative/ Sustainable
7
333.5
MN, IA, SD
Certified Humane Raised
1
300
MN
Certified Naturally Grown
2
9.4
SD, IA
Certified Organic
10
763*
MN, SD, IA
Conventional
5
11,390**
SD
Conventional Ranch
1
12,000
SD
* Acreage not indicated for one farm
** Farmland in conventional practice reflective of some mixed agricultural practices
This feminist study, like others, did not set out to generalize to the population as a
whole but is representative of women farming in these three states. Because I chose to
use a purposive sampling frame, a wide range of women’s work in agriculture is reflected
in this research. My concern has been with the meaning that women are giving their work
in agriculture, how these meanings impact their perceptions of climate change and the
adaption methods that they are using, if any. Therefore the sample size is not expected to
be generalizable but is reflective of the lived experiences of women farming in this
region, and provides detailed rich accounts of their experiences as women in agriculture.
These characteristics are a value of qualitative research that semi-structured interviews
elicit and were effective in addressing the questions in this research (Campbell et al.
2013). The next subsection of this chapter outlines the research activities and the
processes therein.

Research Activities: Sampling, gatekeepers and key informants, processes of participant
enlistment, compensation, and interview procedures
In the spring of 2012, I flew to Memphis, TN to attend the Women in Agriculture
Educator’s National Conference. The expressed intention of this conference was to bring
together agricultural educators and women farmers to better support and manage the
needs of women farming in the U.S. Conference attendees included agricultural, social,
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and environmental researchers, academics, agricultural educators, insurance agents, and
women farmers from all across the U.S. The networking that began at this conference is
where I started to define my sample frame and refine my research questions. Another
important outcome of this conference was identifying and interacting with potential gate
keepers and key informants for this research.
I gathered information on various network organizations that support women
working in agriculture, attended conference sessions, and proceeded to reach out to
agricultural educators by calling and emailing them shortly after the close of the
conference. I discussed over the phone or by email a detailed summary of the research
that I hoped to perform and inquired about any women that they felt might be interested
in being interviewed. I developed a recruitment flyer that detailed the study and one that
was used as a recruitment tool when attending network meetings and conferences (See
Appendices 3). This same flyer was sent to key informants who proceeded to post this
information to their email list serve, which allowed for participants to review the material
and determine if they wanted to be interviewed for the research. Developing and securing
relationships with network organizers or gatekeepers, key informants and other
agricultural educators was an important part of creating rapport and was the beginning
rung of the “feedback loop” (Pini 2002).
The sampling frame that emerged included women actively farming or engaging
in farming activity within the past year in either alternative agriculture or conventional
farming operations that grossed $250,000 per year or less. The sample was limited to
women farming in South Dakota, Minnesota and Iowa, where women represent the
smallest overall percentage of farmers (less than 8 percent in all three states), yet where
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there has been growth in the number of women identifying as principle operators in both
alternative and conventional agriculture (USDA Census of Agriculture 2007). Due to the
fact that there are relatively few women farming independently, especially in the state of
South Dakota, the purposive sampling was an effective approach to gathering participants
whether they were growing vegetables, herding sheep, managing a cattle ranch, or
running a conventional farm operation in partnership with their husband or partner. The
women included in this sample are representative of women farming in the Upper
Midwest region. The end result was n=26 women interviewed for this research: ten
women from South Dakota, five farming alternatively and five farming conventionally;
eight women from Minnesota, all of whom farmed in alternative agriculture; eight
women from Iowa, six farming in alternative agriculture and two farming conventionally
(27 percent farmed conventionally, and 73 percent farmed alternative agriculture).
Figure 2:Google Map of Research Participants by County and State (5 Duplicate
Counties)
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Nonrandom purposive sampling methods provided a comprehensive sample of

women actively engaged in farming in the Upper Midwest, a population that continues to
grow and change as more and more women are becoming involved in agriculture in
diverse and powerful ways. A fundamental requirement for developing a successful
purposive sample was the guidance and insight of key informants in the three states
where recruitment occurred.

Gatekeepers and Key Informants
I relied heavily on the knowledge and experience of network organizers. For
example, I met several times with Dakota Rural Action (DRA) organizers to discuss this
research and to gain insight into what women farming in South Dakota are doing, how
they are doing it and where. As a result of several meetings, emails, and network
potlucks, I began to interact with potential interview participants. In addition, DRA
developed a Local Foods Directory that was a valuable resource. The directory included
names, phone numbers, addresses, and products produced by DRA members and
nonmembers who registered with the directory. The directory also included a map of
statewide farmer’s markets, and the times, dates and locations where farmers sold their
crops and other value-added products. From this initial search, I began to construct an
interview list by looking for women listed as independent producers or in partnerships. I
presented this initial list to my key informant and she indicated whether she thought they
would be a good fit for the research project. Following this meeting I called or emailed
potential participants, stating my key informant from DRA indicated they would be a
good fit for my research project. I gave them the opportunity to ask any questions that
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they had about the research, I also included that they would be compensated $10 for their
time and that I was willing to travel to their farm to conduct the interview. The end result
was five interviews with women farming in alternative agriculture in the state of South
Dakota. They were also all current or past members of DRA and farming in southeastern
South Dakota. Another important key informant became involved in this research project
rather serendipitously.
Agricultural educator and sales consultant Susanna became an effective key
informant for women farming in conventional agriculture in South Dakota. She learned
about this research through her daughter, a previous student of mine. Susanna’s
experience, both professionally and personally, with conventional agriculture in South
Dakota and her established network of women farming in the region proved to be an
successful way of identifying potential participants for this research that resulted in three
interviews with women farming conventionally. Another key informant, Dave is
affiliated with climatology research for the state of South Dakota and his leads resulted in
an interview with another women farming conventionally. Key informants in South
Dakota played an important role in this research, and reflect how men tend to dominate in
conventional agriculture, making it challenging to locate women farming in this form of
agriculture. For example, list serves, directories, or other catalogs of farming information
typically have men’s names listed, regardless of their farm partnership status (Braiser et
al. 2014), and thus made identifying women farmers especially difficult. The only access
I had to women farming conventionally, independently or in partnership in South Dakota
was through my key informants. In this regard, Susanna and Dave’s interest in the
research was incentive enough to identify and encourage women they interacted with to
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participate. Therefore, it became necessary for me to develop rapport with my key
informants in order to continue to gain information and access to this population,
furthering my sampling efforts.
Similar types of relationships developed throughout the data collection process.
Due to a high level of interest and support for this research, I was able to utilize a key
informant and two gatekeepers and their well-established networks of farmers in
Minnesota and Iowa. Abigail was a key informant in Iowa whom provided a detailed list
of networks and organizations that she felt would be responsive to my call for women
farmers. These organizations included the Women Food and Agriculture Network,
Practical Farmers of Iowa, The Land Stewardship Project, Minnesota Institute of
Sustainable Agriculture, and Annie’s Project at the University of Iowa. Once I contacted
network and organization gatekeepers, and indicated my relationship with my key
informant, I was granted access to their list-serve.

Processes of Participant Enlistment and Compensation
Network and organization list serves were an important part of recruiting women
farming in this region and required the support of gatekeepers for access and approval of
the recruitment material. The list serves where I was able to post a call for participants
included: Women, Food and Agriculture Network; University of Minnesota Sustainable
Agriculture; Women, Land and Legacy; Practical Farmers of Iowa, and Annie’s Project.
Three of the five list serves where effective in diversify my sample; no members of
Annie’s Project and Women, Land and Legacy contacted me to participate. This
approach to recruiting reflects a nonprobability sampling approach, that allows
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participants to contact the researcher about involvement, much like they would if they
saw a research recruitment flyer at a farmer’s market or a flyer posted at a network
meeting (Mammen and Sano 2012). The use of list serves in this research proved to be a
data rich resource because participants could determine their level of involvement.
Through this process, those who decided to participate felt that they could adequately
address the goals of the research, thus were able to provide rich detail reflective of their
experiences farming, differing farming identities, network use, and perceptions of and
adaption to climate change. In this way, the women who selected to participate in the
research were well equipped to provide data that could adequately address the goals of
this research (Pini 2002).
Once a participant contacted me, expressing an interest in being interviewed for
the research, I responded to her email request within 24 hours. In the email I included the
consent form. I asked that she review the material and contact me with any questions.
After she reviewed the consent form, electronically signed it, and emailed it back to me,
we set up a date and time for an interview. Upon scheduling the interview, I hand wrote a
thank you card that included $10 compensation and a magnet with my contact
information. There were four instances were women declined to be compensated and
asked for it to be donated to other agricultural related projects. For those whose
information I gained through a key informant and did not have an email address, I mailed
the consent form, provided postage for the return of the signed consent form, and
compensation. There was only one instance where the scheduled interview wasn’t
completed even though the participant received the compensation.
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Semi-structured Interviews
The interview process was guided by feminist standpoint methodology where the
researcher and the participant collaborate throughout the research process by creating a
feedback loop (Pini 2002; Nagy Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2004). I applied this method by
sending participants copies of the completed transcript, which they were encouraged, but
not required, to review. This interview process is reflective of feminist research methods
that create a collaborative research environment as well as place the participant at the
center of the research process. Such approaches are reflective of empowerment and
feminist research that is not only about women, but also for women (Harding 1991; Pini
2002; Trauger et al. 2008). This approach places greater emphasis on the participants’
experiences and less on the research agenda: “Two common goals are to give greater
visibility to the subjective experience of women and to increase the involvement of the
respondent in the research process” (Harding 1991; Neuman 2003:299).
The multiple roles that women were playing on the farm also made it challenging
to schedule interviews, and as a result, phone interviews emerged as the most effective
and time sensitive method for conducting interviews. Interviews were conducted face-toface, by phone and Skype from May 2013 to January 2014, with breaks during planting
and again during harvest. I gave participants the option to select which interviewing
method they preferred, and the most prevalent method of interviewing was the phone
interview. Phone interviews were recorded using a digital recorder and an earpiece. Of
the 26 completed interviews 18 were phone interviews, seven were face-to-face, and one
was completed using Skype. One limitation of the phone interview is the fact that I was
unable to record body language or tour the farm as I had with the seven face-to-face
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interviews. However, 15 farmers had a website that featured their farm and the products
that they produce, which I used to gain more insight into the farming that was taking
place and their role in it. This was especially common among farmers who sold their
products through Community Supported Agriculture or CSA.
All interviews were completed by the end of January 2014 and transcripts were
emailed to 19 participants at the end of March. The seven interviews that were completed
in May 2013 were emailed their transcripts in June, July and August of 2013. Participants
were instructed to review the transcript and to use a “transcript change form” to record
any of the changes that they wanted made to the transcript. Throughout this process, the
participant and I collaborated on detailing the information that they shared for this
research project. However, of the 26 interviews that were completed and transcripts sent,
only three women indicated that they wanted any changes made to the transcript that they
received. In general, participants were happy with the results of the interview and were
satisfied with the information that they had shared in the interview. It was in this process
that a participant indicated that she thought the concept of “in-authentic” farmers was not
representative of the work that women were preforming as farmers, and contributed to
misconceptions of women farming in the Upper Midwest. Her suggestion prompted a
significant change in how the concept of “in-authentic” (Trauger et al. 2010) was being
used in this research. I agreed with this criticism and altered the working title to better
reflect how women were accounting for the work that they were performing in
contemporary agriculture. In this study, women tended to be concentrated in alternative,
sustainable and organic agriculture, which is reflective of women’s tendency to dominate
in small-scale alternative agriculture as independent producers throughout the U.S. As
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independent producers women are more likely to own farmland and operate the farm
independently, significantly different from larger, conventional farms, and indicative of
women’s continued and changing role in agricultural production (Brasier 2014).

Stages of Coding and Analysis
In addition to Trauger and Sachs (2008) research on farmer identity, I relied on
Pearson’s (1979) four farmer identity typologies used to examine women’s proximity to
agricultural production, they include: independent producer, farm partner, farm helper,
and farm homemaker. This research helped to conceptualize the abstract concept of
identity and put it into terms that were measurable, and provided the framework used to
analyze the interviews. Primarily, Pearson’s (1979) identity typologies helped to organize
interview transcripts into categories and identify characteristics specific to each identity
typology that interviewees presented.
I began the coding process by uploading all 26-interview transcripts into NVivo
Qualitative Data Analysis software. I used NVivo to categorize and organize interview
data into themes. In addition, the use of data trees created in NVivo provided a
visualization tool for coding and analyzing data, as well as proved to be an effective way
of developing themes and creating “reproducible codes” (Campbell et al. 2013). Four
primary themes emerged that are reflective of the research questions: farmer identity,
farming practices, network use and perceptions of climate change. Farmer identity is a
primary theme that is used throughout the analysis process and was used to code data into
four farmer identities: independent producers, partner, helper and homemaker (Pearson
1979). I did this by hand coding interview data and organizing transcripts into four
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groups reflective of the above identity typologies. I coded ten interviews as “independent
producer” identity, 14 were coded as “farm partner” identity, two were coded as “farm
helper” identity, and one as the “farm homemaker” identity (Pearson 1979). At this stage
I identified language that supported women’s identities and roles on the farm. For
example, women who were working independently on the farm referenced complete
control over the decision-making that took place on the farm. Through this inductive
process, I returned to transcripts with the code “control” to identify language that
reflected “control” over the decision-making that took place on the farm. Other codes
related to identity include language such as “support” or “support role.” These codes
were used to indicate what actions women took in support positions on the farm. These
actions were then measured against how women identified the work that they did on the
farm; did they see their role as “essential” or were they located in a “support role” with
limited influence. Other codes reflect women farming in partnership with their husbands
or partners. One distinct code related to women farming in partnerships is “gendered
labor.” Labor was coded as “gendered” based on the participant’s discussion of the work
they performed on the farm, for example equipment maintenance, a skill-set that several
women felt they were deficient in but their male partner was equipped to fulfill.
Once these codes were established, I was able to see how these positions
transferred into the type of networks that women were using in support of the roles that
they performed on the farm. Codes that developed in this section included “technical
farming practices,” networks that focused on farm education for women often farming
independently, and in some cases, in partnerships. I also coded for “women centered”
networks which were utilized in different ways dependent upon women’s farming
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identity. For women farming independently, using women centered networks meant
gaining information and support on how to conduct a generational transfer of farmland,
while for women engaging support roles, this often meant canning recipes. Following this
process I returned to the transcripts a third time to determine how women were discussing
climate change, based on their farming identities or “control” over the decision-making
and network use or “technical farming practices.” These reproducible codes helped to
(Campbell et al. 2013:297) minimize the number of codes that I had to use to represent
the data, and the inductive process that this occurred, is reflective of qualitative methods
and research (Campbell et al. 2013).
I drew upon established identity categories from the literature as a way to assess
the distinctions across the population of women farmers included in this research. As I
mentioned earlier, the use of Pearson’s (1979) farming identities helped organize the data
in my transcripts and identify qualitative data that represented these identities, however
how women described themselves within each role is reflective of women’s changing
roles in agricultural production. What resulted were distinct accounts of farming
practices, decision-making, division of labor, and other gendered experiences that were
reflective of the farmer identity in part and represented changing aspects of each of the
farmer identities initially developed by Pearson’s (1979) research.
The network section of the interview protocol included five questions specific to
women’s network use. The questions I asked participants addressed aspects of network
use such if the network was specific to farm women, what benefits they gained from
participating in the networks, and if these networks influenced their perceptions of
climate change and the adaption methods they used. These network questions were used
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in my coding to determine how each identity group was talking about, using and
specifying the relevance of networks to their farming. As such, I was able to identity how
women, based largely on the farming that they engage in (or the labor that they perform
on the farm) influences the types of networks that they seek, and how they implement the
information that they gain from the networks that they use (See Appendices 1). For
example, women who are farming as independent producers tend to rely heavily on
formal network for resources and educational information. They also tend to self-educate
at a very high level, whether it’s by subscribing to agricultural related magazines, listserves, reading books, attending conferences, or reviewing university based research.
They exhibit a high level of self- education because they are often the sole person
responsible for the success of their farm. This group is also concentrated in alternative,
sustainable or organic agriculture. However, though this specific group of women
regularly sought educational services be it through their participation in formal networks
or through seeking answers to their own questions, far and away the greatest resources
that this group identified was the information, support and guidance that they received
from other farmers who practice similar farming techniques. This was especially evident
among women who suggested that they sought out networks and organizations where
women’s experiences as farmers were the primary focus of the organization. The
Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Service’s program In Her Boots was one
that was regularly referred to.
In summary, each group utilized networks slightly different from the next, and
this was reflective of their relationship to agricultural production. Women who identified
as independent producers utilized networks to gain technical support for their work as
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women farmers. Seeking this type of support could be reflective of their close proximity
to agricultural production and their independent status. Several stated the importance of
women centered networks and approaches to agricultural education as characteristics that
they looked for in the networks that they used. This was mixed among women farming in
partnership with their husbands or partners, women tended to diminish their needs for
women specific farming networks to focus on the technical aspects of farming that their
husband utilized. This was especially true among women farming in conventional
agriculture. Although this was the case, women still mentioned that they hoped for more
opportunities to interact with other women who were actively engaged in farm work, be it
book work, tractor repair, seed selection, direct marketing, or planning for the next
generation to take over the farm.
Pearson’s (1979) farmer identity typologies were important to the coding process
and extended throughout the identity and network sections of the transcripts. However,
the use of these typologies began to breakdown as coding for the section that covered
perceptions of climate change and adaption methods. At this final stage of coding, I had
constructed four distinct codes and groups of codes that reflected women’s proximity to
agricultural production; however Pearson’s (1979) distinct identity codes became less
effective in analyzing women farmer’s perceptions of climate change. The greatest
distinguishing factor among women farmers’ perceptions of climate change is, in fact, the
farming practices that they utilize in their farming. However, what emerged from this
analysis was a climate change perception continuum, which I used to code the remaining
data.
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The Breakdown of Pearson’s (1979) Identity Typologies
The climate change perception continuum suggests that perceptions of climate
change shift and alter as you move along the continuum. At one end of the continuum
there are those who believe that climate change is entirely man-made, that we are
experiencing the direct and often negative impacts of anthropogenic climate change. At
the opposite end of the continuum are perceptions of climate change that suggest climate
change is not happening, but in fact climate change is a myth. Qualitative interview
questions that focused on women’s perceptions of climate change can be found in the
“practices” section of the interview protocol, and include questions 3-7 (See Appendices
2). These questions link women’s work in agriculture to the changes they see taking place
in the environment, specifically question 3 focuses on the possibility of an ecocrisis, and
the role of human beings in causing an ecological event (Dunlap et al. 2000). I also ask
women to recall any and all environmental changes that they have witnessed in their time
farming, and if they attributed these changes to climate change. This question in
particular, was a divisive question largely because women who felt that climate change
could be categorized as a myth, couldn’t recall any environmental impacts on their
farming. They would often redirect the conversation to include the ways in which the
conservation practices that they used protected and support the land and soil for future
generations. Women working in alternative, sustainable, or organic agriculture could note
specific events that caused livestock and crop loss, losses that they directly attributed to
climatic change. Following this question (See Appendices 2, question 4) I asked women
to describe how they were adapting to these changes, what they were doing on their farms
to account for these changes, and how this process was affecting their farming practices.
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The next question returned to a rephrasing of Dunlap et al.’s (2000) question on the
fragility of nature, human “destructive” practices, and whether one’s beliefs about the
delicate balance of the natural environment impacted the farming practices they used (See
Appendices 2, question 7). In the end, women’s responses to this set of questions
determined where they fell a long the climate change perception continuum.
It is with this continuum in mind that I code interviews and identified what
phrases, statements, or paragraphs reflected climate change views. However, my initial
grouping based on Pearons’s (1979) identity typologies fell apart in this process,
therefore I had to reorganize transcripts into groups that reflected women’s farming
practices regardless of their proximity the production that took place. Once these farming
practice groups were established, the coding that emerged from this process included
searching the transcripts for phrases that included “anthropogenic”, “human cased”, “real
change”, and “environmental change.” These key words or phrases were used to organize
transcripts and the appropriate data into groups that reflected a position along the
continuum. Women farmers, who vehemently agreed that climate change was taking
place, were more likely to be adapting to what they believe to be climate change, often as
a result of losing livestock and crops to extreme weather events.
I applied the same method for coding transcripts that reflected more ambiguous
perceptions about climate change. For example, one code included “questioning climate
change” and “mixed practices.” Women that comprised this group indicated that climate
change is having an impact on agriculture, but weren’t sure of the impact that human
beings had in causing these changes. In addition, their farming practices also reflected a
mixture of approaches that included some conventional practices, such as the use of
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Round Up to address weed issues, as well as using sustainable farming practices like notill, crop rotation, and natural fertilizers. This mixture of practices was in part reflective
of a mixture of perceptions of the causes and consequences of climate change. Women in
some of these cases were either undecided on the issue or felt that there was some
relationship with human behavior and active climate change. The deniers, much like the
believers, were an easier category to establish. The codes that emerged from this group
included “climate change is a myth”, “denial”, and “conservation”, and include no
discussion of adaption methods. Among deniers any and all environmental issues were
discussed and addressed with the application of conservation methods, none of which
indicated any association with concern for climate change. Furthermore, addressing
environmental concerns did not reflect a change to farming practices but were part of a
farming identity that reflected, “being a steward of the land”.
Through this analysis process I discovered that Pearson’s (1979) identity
typologies do not account for women’s changing relationships with agriculture, the land
and their environmental attitudes. However, Pearson’s (1979) identity work can be used
as a skeletal structure for understanding farming identities, but where Brasier et al.’s
(2014) work on the multiplicity of women’s farming identities provides a platform for a
more complex investigation of women’s changing role in agriculture. I will address this
work more concisely in the discussion chapter that follows, specifically their use of a role
saliency hierarchy associated with two primary farmer identities: “primary operator and
farm partner” (Brasier et al. 2014:300).
In summary, the qualitative methods chosen to guide this research project were an
effective way of gathering data among this population of women, and include descriptive
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qualitative data. The data is rich with women’s farming experiences and knowledge of
climate change, and demonstrates standpoint methodology and situated knowledge. The
key concepts summarized in this section include farmer identity, farm practices,
environmental concern, and network use. In the chapters that follow, I present my
findings using Pearson’s (1979) four farmer identity typologies, which include
“independent producer, farm partner, farm helper, and farm homemaker” (190). I apply
these identity typologies to women’s labor on the farm, their control over decisionmaking, the farming practices utilized on the farm, and how they self-identify their work
on the farm. I also use these typologies in the analysis of women’s use of farming
networks, which illustrate women’s differing use of farm networks based on their
proximity to agricultural production. To conclude the findings section, I examine the role
of environmental attitudes as a complicating factor in women’s identities, a factor that
causes Pearson’s (1979) identity typologies to become irrelevant.
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CHAPTER FOUR

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS
Women Farmer Identities: Farmer, Partner, Helper, Home
This chapter begins by discussing the findings relevant to understanding identity
and the multiple ways in which women farmers describe their relationship to agricultural
production. The analysis is guided by Pearson’s (1979) four identity typologies, which
reflect a continuum of women’s proximity to farm production; this continuum includes
“independent producers, agricultural partners, farm helpers, and farm homemakers”
(Pearson 1979:189).
In Pearson’s (1979) work, independent producers are women who have taken over
the operation of the farm either by choice or by circumstance. They run the farm
independently of their husbands or as farm managers. Pearson’s (1979) case study
indicates that three of the 11 women interviewed were independent producers. However,
among the 26 women interviewed for this research, 10 identified as independent
producers. Women who work as “agricultural partners” do so under an explicit division
of labor that guides work on the farm, but in most cases, this division is considered equal.
Of the women I interviewed for this research, 13 self-identified as agricultural partners.
These partnerships are often influenced by the wishes and goals of women who identify
as principal operators, but they refer to these partnerships as equal, spanning across
production, decision-making, and farming practices, is this especially evident among
women farming in alternative agriculture. This farmer identity differs from the role of
women working as “farm helpers” (Pearson 1979). Helpers are women who work on the
farm when they are needed but often have an off-farm job or family obligations that take
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them away from the day-to-day operation of the farm. The helper typology is represented
the least in this research. The last typology includes women who work primarily in the
home. Their role is to support the farm operation by fulfilling domestic responsibilities,
for example childcare and food preparation. Only one woman identified herself as a
homemaker among the women that I interviewed. This is vastly different from Pearson’s
(1979) research, however these differences in representative cases were anticipated, but
the types of work “farm helpers” perform is very similar (Pearson 1979:193).
Pearson’s (1979) research reflects the large number of women who identified as
helpers and homemakers. This is not the case in my own research, however, good or bad,
these typologies continue to exist. Ten of the participants interviewed for this research
identify as independent producers and 13 as equal partners. Two women identified with
the category “helper” and one with “homemaker”. The women interviewed for this
research reflect women’s changing proximity to agricultural production, which is largely
the result of women dominating in small-scale agricultural and alternative agricultural,
but it also reflects a changing agricultural industry. Of key importance for this research
are the gendered dimensions of small-scale agriculture, and how women are changing
what it means to be a farmer in the Upper Midwest.
Pearson’s (1979) identity typologies provide a filter that allows us to see how
women’s proximity to production also influences the types of social networks, thus social
capital, that women farmers use to support the work that they do on the farm. I will
conclude the analysis section with a summary of participant’s perceptions of climate
change and how these perceptions guide their adaption methods. It is here that we begin
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to see these typologies dissolve as women discuss how they perceive climate change and
what they are doing on their farms to adjust to a “new normal”.

Farmer: “I learned early on to just ignore what people said that didn’t agree with me.”
Pearson (1979) outlines the nexus where women enter into farming and begin
farming independently. She states that in most cases women’s entrance into farming
independently was largely influenced by the death or incapacitation of their husband
(Pearson 1979). Such unfortunate circumstances were not the leading cause for women
entering into farming among the participants of this research.
The women who self-identified as an independent producer did so in some cases
based on a life-long desire to farm the land, but because of their gender were encouraged
to pursue other professions off the farm. Many returned to farming after decades of
working outside of agriculture. Organic farmer Amy refers to her (re)entrance into
agriculture as a “strong desire” to farm organically after a successful career in corporate
America. She remarked that “ever since I was a little girl I wanted to own a ranch […] As
it may, as I got older my grandmother told me, convinced me, not to go into farming but
to go to college, so hence I did.” She returned to farm not to make money but to provide a
“wholesome” product:
I got into farming … not like a lot of guys do who are wanting to make money. [I
got] into this because I wanted to provide something that was missing,
wholesome, pure nutritious food, that’s certified organic and local. And there
wasn’t anybody doing it at that time. Certified organic chicken, raised on the
farm, pasture raised, just is really hard to find even now and to do it affordably.
And so I started selling at farmer’s markets and I was doing well, I wasn’t getting
rich but that wasn’t my focus.
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Vegetable farmer Louise began farming as a child but was kept from farming her
family’s land because of the fact that she was a woman and her brothers were expected to
take over the farm. She recalled with frustration, how this took place:
Well I grew up on a small farm not very far from here, so farming has always
been an interest to me. I left farming for a while primarily because my
brothers were farming with my dad and [at] that time in the 70s, it wasn’t
common for women to strike out on their own as farmers. And so it just didn’t
seem like there was any place for me. So I left and always wanted to be back on a
farm, and eventually it worked out where I could be. So that is kind of the short
story of how I got to where I am today […] I really wanted to buy the farm I grew
up on but one of the boys ended up with it. But, so anyway, we don’t need to go
there.
Many farmers referenced the influence of generational farming on their decision
to become farmers, however the vast majority of these women selected to change the type
of farming that had traditionally taken place on the land. Tomato farmer and enthusiast
Jackie explained that her grandfather purchased the land where she is currently growing
her vegetables in 1944 from his parents. However, the land was used for conventional
farming for many years, but it is on this land that she discovered a true passion for
growing tomatoes. “I found out what my real passion was, growing it, selling it, and
educating people about it, rallying for it and all of those things.” Organic vegetable
farmer Tammy also related to the influence that her family had on her growing up and
how this encouraged her to become a farmer, even if it was after a successful career as a
physicist:
The greatest influence was my mother. My mother grew up on a farm, but I
did not grow up on a farm. I would visit my grandfather’s farm yearly and loved
it there. My mother always had pride being raised on a farm. We always had a big
vegetable garden.
Among the women who are farmers, there are some distinct differences among
women who are married and farming independently and women how are unmarried.
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Among independent producers, 50 percent of farmers are married, and returned to
farming later in life. In most of these cases married women took up farming after they
retired from careers or made a career change. Organic vegetable farmer Tammy describes
the nuances and challenges of this transition:
My career was in physics. I went to Berkeley and worked at Stanford. I have a
long history of working in a male dominated industry. I run into very little that I
can’t deal with. I have run into a few situations where there was sexism. I have a
lot of relatives that are conventional farmers. I think that at first they had no idea
what to think about what I was doing. I believe that I am still a source of
amusement, but I know for a fact I have earned some respect.
Among farmers who are unmarried, the pathway to farming was more direct and, for
some women, began in college. Conventional row crop and vegetable farmer Lara
describes how college prepared her for a career as a farmer, and the challenges she faced
as a young women farming in the 1980s. However, when she bought her first farm she
was teaching full-time at a small school in Iowa, and it wasn’t until 20 years later that she
quit teaching to farm exclusively:
I wanted to become a farmer ever since I was about [a] sophomore in
college. I was an agronomy and ag business major at Iowa State. I spent a lot
of time on farms because of my degree and coursework and that’s when I
decided I wanted to be a farmer. I looked for opportunities for many years and
finally in 1988, everything fell together and I was finally able to buy a piece of
land. [As a woman] I was second-guessed, underpaid and chased around
inappropriately. I actually got fired from a job because they thought there was no
way a girl could do it. But actually, a lot of farmers were pretty okay with me. I
think that must have been a saving thing because there were a number of farmers
who were very kind and made me feel like I could do stuff.
Farm manager and rancher Mary echoes Lara’s experience with college courses that
fostered an interest in farming as a career:
It all started when I was in college. I had some opportunities to work with other
people in their gardens [… ] I got really interested in where my family came from
and my heritage through taking some classes in sociology. Once I started to
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explore and look at where my family had come from and what they had done,
that’s when I started gaining a mental interest in farming.
For these women, farming was a career choice, regardless of the stereotypes or

challenges they faced in entering into this profession. For others, their decision to become
a farmer was influenced by a desire to educate and to give back to their community.
Vegetable farmer Kari shared a life-long interest in growing plants, and described her
initial reasons for entering into farming and the outcome of this decision:
[A] real interest in trying to eat better and [it] was a natural transition then into
growing what I want to eat because I grow things anyway (laughs). Just really,
that opened my eyes to local food and to production and to the real need for it.
And just the revelation that here we are in the breadbasket of well, the United
States, pretty much the world, and a lot of people around here didn’t eat anything
that grew here. Other than the processed corn and beans (laughs) in their products,
so it just strikes a chord in me on many levels as to why I am doing this.
Organic garlic farmer Kristal’s entrance into farming was, in part, influenced by her work
as a volunteer for the Peace Core. Upon Kristal’s return to the United States, she took an
internship on an organic vegetable farm. With this experience behind her, she went onto
explain what it was like to run her own vegetable CSA in an area where conventional
agriculture dominated:
I remember one time my neighbor came over when we were doing a CSA, this
was a few years ago, and he just kind of wanted to know what the heck we were
doing over here. You know, sort of half amused, sort of half intrigued by the
demeanor. And he picked up a carrot off the ground that I had just thrown there,
because it wasn’t good enough to harvest for our CSA, and ate it (laughs). ‘This
is the sweetest carrot I have ever eaten!’ Yes, well, that’s what we do, we grow
food! He just could not get over it!
Among the women who are farming independently, their entrance into farming
was dramatically different than the leading causes outlined by Pearson’s (1979) research,
which suggested that women enter into farming out of necessity rather than choice. In the
cases where women chose to farm, Pearson (1979) suggested that this choice was the
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result of different gender role socialization, and an acceptance of flexible “sex role
expectations” (Pearson 1979:198). This flexibility holds true among the independent
producers in this research to an even greater extent. This change is encouraging, and this
research illustrates a significant change in the gender socialization patterns, education,
and the choices that women feel are open to them.
Of the ten independent farmers described in this section, farming by choice seems
to be a common theme, one reflective of changing gender role socialization. Pearson
(1979) suggests that women who entered into farming demonstrated an enthusiasm for
being out-of-doors, in most cases, enjoyed farming, and personal characteristics, such as
“being a tom-boy”, where all elements of gender socialization that could be used to
explain some women’s experiences. This research shares these similarities. Tomato
farmer Jackie said:
To answer it simply, I love it. I’m a tomboy. On a personal level, I was single for
six years in my twenties mainly because I just wanted to focus on my work, so I
didn’t have a partner during the time of growing my business, so it was
foreseeable that I was allowed to be all about me.
Although there have been significant positive changes for women in agriculture, this
research indicates that there is still much more that needs to be done to support women
farming independently. This is especially true for organic farmer Amy. Here she
describes the gender discrimination that she experienced when applying for a farm loan
for the first time in South Dakota:
Six years ago, ten years ago, they laughed at me. I went to a bank here in town,
and they laughed at me. They said we aren’t going to give you a dime to do what?
Buy land to be an organic farmer? I went to four banks, they turned me down, I
couldn’t do anything here, [and] there was no support infrastructure [for women
who wanted to farm organically].
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Organic livestock and crop farmer Kendra shares a similar experience with being the only
woman in the room and how she had to compensate for this implied deficit:
I learned early on to just ignore what people said that didn’t agree with me.
Which is not good, I know that. There are many times when I should have paid
attention when somebody said that it wasn’t a good idea but you know there were
just so many people that said “You can’t do it, you can’t do it” that pretty soon I
just ignored all of it. I needed to learn more about nutrition, so I went to work at a
feed company and I just remember being in a room with 432 sales reps and I was
the only female. Even for me, that was a little bit intimidating. It didn’t matter
because I wanted to learn so you suck it up and get it done.
The farmers that comprise the independent producer category are women who
have a close, intimate relationship with the agricultural production that is taking place on
the farm. They have chosen to become farmers, whether they grew up on a farm and
returned to farming or decided to become a farmer while in college, as is the case for
several of the women interviewed for this research. A distinguishing characteristic that
remains among these farmers is control over the decision-making that takes place on the
farm, and creative planning. This is especially evident among women who are unmarried,
as is reflected in Kendra’s experience running an organic livestock and crop operation:
Well I make all of the decisions, but I search for information all the time […] So
I’m always searching, but I do make all of the decisions. For good or bad, I make
them all. […] [Now] it’s just me, so I have to set things up so I can do them by
myself. And I am 55, old bones, so if I get hurt I have no one to rely on. So you
have to be smart. I set things up so that I can’t get hurt. When we load pigs, I back
the trailer in the day before [so they can get used to the trailer]. So the day that I
have to load pigs I am not wrestling with a 300-pound pig, I’m just letting them
jump in the trailer. So that is just an example [of how] I set things up. We always
load the day before so the animals know where they are going; they’ve been there
before so it’s easier.
Farm manager, Mary utilized similar strategies for handling livestock and using
“leverage” in her work on the ranch:
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Just getting creative. The first family I worked with in Wyoming, I remember
expressing that same kind of frustration to her and she was like, you know, you
can always out smart it. I wouldn’t get frustrated, and if you can’t, it’s usually not
the end of the world. Like it just might take more time or you just might have to
modify the way it’s set up. Like fences are a really good example, especially with
barbed wire fences, especially with gates where you have to be pretty strong to be
able to shove them together. But if you set them up right you can just use a stick
for leverage to pull it into the other chunk of wire to hold it together. It might take
a little more time, but it still works fine.

These types of creative strategies were employed by all of the women farming
independently, and is indicative of many their expectations of the work that women do on
the farm. Kendra summarized it well.
You have to train yourself to be lean and mean in farming. That is one thing that
females have to figure out [how to perform and do well on your own].
A distinct characteristic of independent farmers is the fact that nearly every
woman purchased the land that she is now farming. This was true among married and
unmarried farmers, and distinguished this group from the other women interviewed for
this research. Row crop and vegetable farmer, Lara purchased her farm in the 1980s
during the height of the farm crisis, an unfortunate outcome for many farmers that
worked in her favor:
It’s a pretty interesting farm. When I bought it I bought it from a family who had
been here since statehood. We grew corn and hay in rotation, and oats. I didn’t
start growing vegetables until about ‘96. Well there was always a garden, but it
would have been 18 years ago when I started vegetables. I bought the farm in ‘88
and it is important to remember that that was the depths of the farm crisis. The
only reason I am actually able to own a farm was because I had worked for my
church for five years and then I went to graduate school. My parents cosigned it
for me … and I was able to buy a farm, but had it been any other time, I’m not
sure that could have happened.
Though Lara’s experience is unique in terms of the timing of her purchasing farmland
during the 1980s farm crisis, like many other farmers purchasing land was the primary
way in which they began farming.
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Women farmers interviewed for this research often reference “healthy living” in

part to explain the farming practices that they use to grow food, but also to explain their
choices to use “sustainable farming” practices. Women who were farming using organic
practices have the strongest connections to the concept of “healthy living” largely
because they saw their approaches to farming as “healthy” for the earth, thus for the
population at large. Among the ten women identified as independent producers or
farmers, three used sustainable farming practices to grow vegetables, and five were
certified organic crop, vegetable, fruit and livestock growers. Two farmers stated that
they would consider their farming practices to be more conventional, but some alternative
approaches were used such as crop rotation and cover crops. In the case of Mary, the only
farm manager among this group, the ranches that she worked for were not classified
organic, but practiced alternative grazing practices:
He became famous for the style of grazing, which meant I moved cattle anywhere
from three to eight times a day. Although, that seems like an obscene amount of
work […] we didn’t have to feed 600 cattle and 300 sheep any hay until midOctober in the worst drought year since the Dust Bowl.
For some women it wasn’t the pursuit of healthy living that inspired the use of alternative
farming practices but major life events, such as becoming a mother. For Kristal,
motherhood became an important part of understanding her experiences as a farmer,
because it was her role as a mother that motivated her to farm sustainably or to utilize
practices that were more “environmentally friendly”:
[…] As a mother, everyday I have experiences that, um, remind me why
conventional agriculture is the wrong way to go. I mean just in the last week
everyone is planting and right across the road everywhere around us, they are
spraying anhydrous ammonia and … they are spraying it and there is a south wind
and we can smell it and we are trying to have a picnic lunch right outside our door
and I have to bring my kids in the house and then it comes in the house and I can
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smell it in the house and I am freaking out and mostly my overwhelming emotion
is anger!
In other cases it wasn’t motherhood that encouraged women to farm sustainably

but a desire to redefine what it means to be a farmer. As farmers, women are changing
the face of farming by drawing connections between farming practices and changes to the
environment; bringing the concerns of the private sphere to the public sphere through
selective farming practices. Amy identifies with the production of food for her family and
community, and believes in the benefits of organic farming. “[W]e choose to farm this
way because it is the right thing to do. It’s just the right thing to do and we can afford to
do it.”
The traditional gender norms that depict women farmers as hobby farmers do
emerge among the women that were included in this case study, however, this idea of
farming as a “hobby” is not one that the women interviewed referenced when defining
their farms, but one they determined that outsiders used to label, and in some cases
discredit the work that they were doing on the farm. The notion that women’s farms are
in fact “hobby” farms reflect the perception that women farmers are not considered
“authentic farmers” (Trauger et al. 2010). When asked to discuss their ideas related to the
concept of “true” farming or “authentic farmers,” participants new to farming and
generational farmers alike felt that the work that they do is a reflection of real, authentic
farming. Vegetable farmer Kari responded by saying:
I call myself a real farmer!
That maybe because you’re a woman and because of what you’re doing it’s not
real farming. Oh I feel that… [T]hat’s the other part of the farming definition is
that people who farm are in it to make a living. People that grow vegetables are in
it because they feel good about it, so therefore they can’t be real farmers because
as a farmer it’s your job and that’s not a job it’s a hobby or a pastime.
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Many women farmers have never questioned the authenticity of their work, but

did feel that seed vendors, mechanics, and other farm services questioned their
legitimacy. Organic farmer Kristal responded that she is a “real farmer” that truly “loves
the land”:
I mean I would call myself a non-traditional farmer, but the word inauthentic to
me sort of equates itself with illegitimate. And I feel like I am legitimate but I
am just not in the same mold as a lot of the people around here. I should say
“guys” around here because that is who is farming.
Organic farmer Donna remarked that when she started farming in 1976, it wasn’t
necessarily her gender that caused people to view her differently or set her apart as
something other than a “real” farmer, but because she was farming organically she was
seen as an outsider. However, she stated that her family ties to the community made her
decision to farm organically more credible in a highly conventionally agricultural
community:
[I]t has been very interesting and I have to say, I didn’t want to think this before
but I finally realized it… I am kind of a different kind of woman. I am an Iowan,
and I grew up in the town kind of where I live. I am pretty unique in that not
many people have chose to do what we have done in farming organically and me
being a female farmer. With that being said, people have always set us apart
anyway because we were those organic farmers. Our credibility was that we grew
up in Iowa and went to school and our parents were from there, and so we did
have some credibility. If we had moved in then we would be a couple hippie
farmers, I’m sure. So over the years, I think that the farmers, I think they have
respected me and my decision, but Iowans are pretty passive aggressive and you
have no idea what they are thinking, so to try and gauge that would be pretty hard.
In summary, women farmers have a long history in farming, but in many cases
because they are women, they were encouraged to pursue other careers and, on returning
to farm, faced other forms of gender discrimination. Many women are returning to farm
after decades of doing other work and returning in a different capacity than they may
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have if they had entered into farming earlier in life. This is especially evident among
women who are married.
Though unmarried farmers faced similar challenges in being a woman in a male
dominated industry, most entered into farming with college degrees to support their
career choices. In these cases, the farmers are operating small-scale, certified organic,
sustainable vegetable, livestock, and fruit farms, and in some instances they are farming
conventionally, though this occurs less often among independent farmers. Furthermore,
the fact that eight of the 10 independent producers are farming sustainably or organically
is no surprise. This concentration of women in alternative agriculture is in part due to
their ability to control the decision-making and practices that are taking place on the
farm, a factor that is less common among conventional farmers, who are largely male
(Trauger 2004). Finally, those who identified as independent farmers in alternative
agriculture find inspiration for their farming by providing a healthy, sustainable product
for themselves, their families, and their communities all while facing gender
discrimination or negative stereotypes that qualify their farming as something other than
true farming.
Among the women interviewed for this research, independent farmers have the
highest levels of education, including several with master’s degrees in agriculture or an
agricultural related field. Overall, these farmers reflect Pearson’s (1979) “independent
producer” typology in one of two ways; unmarried farmers have chosen to pursue
farming as a career as in two of Pearson’s cases. In addition, married farmers are working
the farm independently of their male partner or are being supported by their male partner,
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but the farm is their operation, as is the case for a vast majority of the women in this
research.

Partner: “I would consider myself as much of a farmer as any man.”
Common among the women interviewed for this research, are women working as
equal partners in a farming operation. Women farming in partnership with their husband
or partner illustrate another farming identity where women’s proximity to production is
more distant, and shaped by a distinct gender division of labor. Pearson’s (1979) research
includes women who farm in partnership with their husbands, although she states that in
most cases these partnerships are far from equal. Where women were able to overcome
“social pressures” to conform to traditional gender roles, equal partnerships emerged. The
ability of women farmers to negotiate these pressures is also present in this research. For
example, farmer Sam and her husband farm corn and small grains conventionally and
have a cow calf herd in South Dakota. Her work as an equal partner challenges the
commonly held idea that men are “authentic farmers”:
I would consider myself as much of a farmer as any man. I have to make some of
the decisions. I have to use the knowledge that I have and observations that I
make to make decisions. I would consider myself an authentic farmer.
Heather, who farms on a 5000-acre conventional row crop and livestock operation with
her husband, offers an equally confident summary of her position on the farm and how
she challenges gender stereotypes in her community in South Dakota:
I say I’m a farmer. […] There’s a local coffee shop in town and they make really
good foo-foo coffee drinks, I love their coffee there and I like to run in and grab
one. I can get pretty hot because they try to just write me off as, oh you’re just a
farmer’s wife. And it’s like, no, you know what, I couldn’t do a farmer’s wife
because I wouldn’t know any of the finances, I wouldn’t know, my brain would
be mush! And so, I am not a farmer’s wife, I am a farmer because I am just as

	
  

80	
  
responsible, if not more because I am responsible for the finances, you know what
I mean, than a farmer’s wife. I don’t just drive the grain cart when I am told to
and open the gate, you know?
Of the 26 women interviewed for this research, 13 identify as an equal partner

with their husband or partner, however the greatest difference among women identifying
as a partner in this research is that in some cases, they can be referred to as a “managing
partner”. There are multiple cases where women are the leader in the operation,
especially among women who are farming alternative, small-scale operations. However,
their husbands have an equally important and in some cases, necessary role on the farm.
Organic vegetable farmer, Jodi discussed the farming partnership that she has with her
husband:
We are very much co-operators. What it comes down to is, I guess I am listed as
the principal operator, my husband also has an off farm job. He works for a nonprofit called the Land Stewardship Project. I might spend slightly more time with
the farm, but he… you know we really have our duties fairly well split between
what he does and what I do. And I think that if you took either one of us out of the
picture, I think about half of the load would be gone. So I feel like we are about a
50/50 split.
Heather echoed Jodi’s sentiment when discussing the importance of her partnership with
her husband in their farming operation, and her position as a leader on the farm. This
operation is the most evenly split, equal partnership of the 13 women who identified as
farming in a partnership:
We 100 percent train each other, so that if one dies, the other can step into their
shoes seamlessly. Like I said, I can do anything he can, and he can do anything I
can do.
Equal partnerships were identified as a necessary part of farming, especially
among women farming conventionally, but also among a few women farming in
alternative agriculture. In some cases, women suggest that they couldn’t farm without the
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help of their husband or partner. This is especially evident when women are discussing
the challenges they face with farm equipment.
Half of the women farming in partnerships felt they needed the most help in the
operation, maintenance, and purchase of farm equipment. Several stated that equipment
was one of their greatest challenges. Organic vegetable and livestock farmer Kristy
discussed the challenges she faces with machinery on her farm, and gender stereotypes
that she encounters when she goes to shop for a tractor part. Her frustration comes when
she stated that she knows how to drive a tractor she just doesn’t know how to repair it:
Just recently, my husband sent me to the parts store to get a part for a tractor and
he had called ahead and made arrangements for me to pick up this part. I got in
there and the guy said to me, is this a 12-volt, or is it a something or other? And I
am standing there, I don’t’ know. I know how to drive the tractor, I know that you
push in the clutch and I know how to be safe on it. As far as the mechanics of it, I
don’t know anything.
Farm equipment operation and maintenance was often the responsibility of the husband
or male partner, and commonly referred to as a deficit that women farmers were aware
of, but felt it was something that their husband or partner simply was more equipped to
handle. Some women suggested that they could work with the machinery if they had to,
where others indicated that a lack of familiarity with the machinery was the result of
gender socialization, where boys were taught to work with machines and girls were not.
Rebecca is a partner on a small-scale conventional farm with 2000 acres of
farmland in operation. She stated that her work is equal to that of her husbands, but she
does what she referred to as “chore work.” In addition, she went on to state that as a
result of gender socialization on the farm, she can drive anything, she just can’t fix it.
However, she noted that gender role socialization has changed over the generations as her
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daughter-in-law does the welding on the farm, a skill set she believes she became
interested in when she was younger.
I don’t fix anything. When a tractor or combine breaks, I will help but I get on my
radio and say come fix it! (laughs) I guess when I was home, I had three brothers.
Two of them were very mechanical minded. Between them and my dad they just
kept things running. My mother and myself, we just drove. We were drivers and I
guess probably by choice. I guess it really wasn’t my thing to jump in and check
the engine. I can check oil, change oil, and do fuel filters and a few things like
that. My daughter-in-law is a welder and more of a repairperson. She will get a lot
more into that than I ever did, and it’s probably exposure when she was young.
There was a desire by some women to learn more about the maintenance of
machinery, but it wasn’t a priority, plus three farm partners stated that their husband or
partner didn’t have the time or ability to teach them. One woman lamented the lack of
resources available to train women to maintain and run machinery in South Dakota, that
in fact “it was hard to be a woman farmer in South Dakota”.
The women farmers involved in this study prided themselves on being the
principle operator of their farm. They used phrases that were reflective of the personal
ownership and confidence that come with being a woman farmer. Many women often
referenced the fact that they made important farming decisions that were essential to the
daily functioning of the farm, but were also very quick to identify those that were
supporting them as they worked as farmers. For example, conventional farmer Heather
discussed the equality in the decision-making that occurs on her farm and how important
her work is to the farm business and cattle operation side of things, but was concerned
that she had overstated how important her role is to the farm:
We really are a team, he brings a lot to the operation too so I feel like I am saying
“I do everything” but I don’t do everything. But I do think I influence a lot
especially on the business and livestock side. He is almost 100 percent on the
agronomics side.
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There is a clear gender division of labor on the farm but the share of the farm business
and bookkeeping tasks appear to fall most heavily on the woman in the operation.
Heather noted that she can also complete all of the tasks that her husband performs on the
farm, and often does; Heather’s role on the farm is essential to the daily operation and
maintenance of the farm. Below she outlined what she is “responsible” for from
bookkeeping to planting:
I mean you have to get the bills paid and get the information to everyone who
needs it. So everything I do is essential. I make sure the bills are paid; money is
put into the account like money from our operating account or checking account,
back and forth. I send out bills cause we custom feed cattle so I take care of the
billing part of it. I create all the balance sheets, all the cash flows; I find all the
break evens. I sell all the grain whether it’s through options or heading or straight
to the elevator contract. I take care of all the legal, like our wills and life
insurance. I select the level of crop insurance that we take out and I’ve been in
charge of our farm insurance; [I] make sure everything’s covered. I do everything
outside too like chores, sort cows, decide when we are going to sort cows, how we
sort them. I don’t know… I plant, I don’t usually spray. I bail, rake, cut the hay.
A gendered division of labor is used as a means of accomplishing the planning
and organization of the farm, including daily chores. Any manual labor that needs to be
accomplished from planting to harvest, a division of labor is critical to maintain the
partnership. Sustainable farmer and rancher Abi discussed the division of labor on her
farm:
Yes, we have a division of labor, but right now for example in the planning
process, it’s that time of the year when we do a lot of thinking about trying to
understand what went well, what can be improved and all the strategic questions.
[…] I tend to work less with the cattle herd and more with the vineyard and the
fruits and pruning and managing our crew.
Women in such partnerships are often making major decisions on the farm. A common
theme that emerged from these interviews is the role that women play in marketing what
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is produced on the farm. When asked about the work that Libby is responsible for on
their 1120-acre farm in Iowa, she discussed marketing what they produce:
I do all of the marketing as far as setting the prices and figuring out when to buy
the livestock as far as turkeys and the chickens. I make all of those decisions. He
still figures out what plot he is going to plant and what fields and what chemicals
he is going to get.
Women in farming partnerships also tend to dominate in animal husbandry. In Heather’s
experience with livestock in South Dakota, she found that her work with the calves on
their farm was more effective than her husband’s, but because she is a woman, she has to
justify the way she chooses to work with calves:
I’ll take out calves that are sick a lot earlier than some of my counterparts will,
because of that female instinct, look at their eyes, they don’t feel good and it’s
going to be in the back of the pen soon. So it’s stressful trying to have that selfconfidence and reassure yourself that you’re not wrong, you’re just different.
Once you weave through the people who you know are going to respect you and
think about it you’re your perspective, and not just write you off as being kind of
a crazy, then it gets a little bit easier.
Patriarchy is relevant to understanding the intersecting identities that shape
women farmer’s construction of femininity, farm work, and motherhood. For some
women, the presence of children complicated their work as farmers, and the gender
division of labor became necessary, especially when children are young. Organic
vegetable farmer Kristy described her experience farming in a partnership with young
children at home:
I will go out and drive the tractor and he helps me can and I help him bale. […]
My husband has got a note here, he thinks our roles were partly influenced
because of him working a ‘real job’ (laughs) and I was a housewife, I did daycare
in the home. What he is saying is that our time was short, our time frame for
baling hay was short, so in some of the ways I stepped in and did some of that
stuff as our kids grew up and got out of the home, because it had to be done.
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Conventional farmer Sam discussed how she modified what she does on the farm as a
result of having young children:
I would say we definitely perform similar tasks. Right now he does more, with the
kids being a certain age. We don’t have outside childcare. I don’t do quite as
much now. As they get older and go to school I will do more and more for the
farm. I am capable of doing everything on the farm.
There are several ways in which these farming partnerships form among the
women included in this research. In some cases, both women and men were new to
farming or were returning to farm, so the partnership was considered an inevitable and
equally defined position. This was often the case among women farming in alternative
agriculture. The difference occurs among women farming conventionally. Most of these
women married farmers and became part of the operation as a result of marriage. Many
of these women also came from farming backgrounds, and found the transition into a
partnership seamless. In most cases, these women spoke positively of their experiences as
a farm partner, and all of them felt that they had an equal say in the decisions made on the
farm, and how the farm operated in general. Self-identified “partner” women who were
farming organically stated more often that they had more control over what they grew,
the practices that were employed, and how the farm was managed. This occurred less
often among women farming as partners in conventional operations. However, in most
cases these women were participating in the partnership by choice, and were proud of the
work that they did. In one case, Debbie, a farm partner on a 2500-acre, conventional farm
in South Dakota, became nostalgic about how often she traveled prior to her husband’s
decision to return to farming, something she did full-time growing up and hoped to
escape:
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I grew up on a farm and I decided that I was never going to farm (laughs) because
we worked very, very hard. We had a diversified type farm with my dad, my
brother and mother. So then I went, I taught school […]. After I travelled for work
and taught for, oh probably seven years, then I got married to somebody who
didn’t farm. He was a dairy manager he tested milk. So then he decided that
because I owned some land that we were going to farm. So we moved eight miles
from where I grew up. […] I travelled a lot, and then we milked cows so we
didn’t travel at all for a long time, we stayed home. And I travelled a lot so I had
that background and I had that out of my system (laughs), if you want to call it
that, for a while.
In summary, the women working in partnerships discussed the importance of their

work to the daily operation of the farm, and consider this work a vital part of the
operation. A number of women stated that they can do all of the same things that their
husband can do, and this was by design. Others stated that there is a purposeful division
of labor on the farm, where both partners are working to their skill set, working where
they excel. Unlike Pearson’s (1979) research, many women were working in what they
consider to be equal partnerships, some more so than others. These partnerships are
considered business arrangements and reflect a level of equality that positions women
closer to the agricultural production, which is evident in the farming practices that are
utilized, as was seen in Heather’s quote where she emphasizes her skills at spotting a
“sick calf”. In some cases, it is this partnership with a male that has fostered an
acceptance of women farmers in their communities, however a number of women
indicated that they regularly have to prove their worth and remind people that they are
just as capable of farming the land. Some women stated that it was frustrating, lonely and
stressful to farm as a woman, while others see the industry changing rapidly as more and
more women become active and engaged in agricultural production.

Helper: “Where I’m needed, I’m there for him.”
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This research demonstrates a shift in the roles that women are performing on the

farm as well as how they are defining their relationship to production. We begin to see a
growing distance between women and agricultural production when we review the
experiences of women who assist in farm production as opposed to lead it. Pearson’s
(1979) research found that a vast majority of women identified as “farm helpers” in farm
production. This meant that women worked for their husbands during the busiest times of
the year, planting and harvesting. The mechanization of agriculture has made it easier for
women to assist their husbands on the farm suggesting, “farm machinery is as easy to
handle as the family car” (Pearson 1979:193). With these low expectations in mind,
Pearson (1979) argued that women are perfectly equipped to help on the farm during
peak season because it requires little skill and knowledge, the machines do all the work.
These assumptions may or may not hold true today, however in this research I have only
two cases where the work that the women are performing on the farm fits with the
“helper” typology. Their roles as support to their husband should not be misconstrued as
unimportant or unskilled work. Women’s roles are changing dramatically in agriculture.
For example, 73 percent of the women that I interviewed are small-scale farmers, an area
where women are dominating. Ninety-two percent of my participants work very close to
agricultural production either as independent producers or equal partners. Even women
who are performing more of a support role for their husbands on the farm demonstrated a
closer relationship to agricultural production than women in the past. Cathleen is a helper
on a small-scale organic livestock farm in Minnesota. She discussed the generational
differences that she has witnessed in women’s participation on the farm:
When I look back at my grandparents, I don’t think that my grandmother knew as
much about farming. She knew that my grandfather was out in the tractor doing

	
  

88	
  
certain things. It might have been planting, it might have been harvesting, but I
don’t think that she knew the exact things that he was exactly doing. Where now,
my husband and I actually sit down and talk about what we’re doing for the day
or for the week. I actually get out there and I help him if he needs help with
something. I try not to say “well, that’s your job so you can do it yourself.” I’ll go
move bales with him if they need to be moved so he can get something else done
during the day.

The generational shift that Cathleen is discussing is reflective of women’s changing roles
in farming and agricultural in general, however she remains in a support role, though
more informed of the day-to-day operation of the farm. She works as a helper on the
farm, typical of women in years past, however her proximity to agricultural production is
altered by her work direct marketing their certified organic meat:
Because we direct market all of our meats, I primarily do that along with my
mother-in-law. We work on that together, so we’re primarily in the office quite a
bit selling the products that our guys are raising here at the farm. Like I was
saying, we do have eggs here during the summer months. It’s primarily my
responsibility to make sure the hens are fed and watered and the eggs get picked
and washed every day. Like I said, where I’m needed, I’m there for him. I guess I
have more of a supporting role. I try to keep the bookwork up-to-date for him
and things like that.
Cathleen stated sometimes the extra help that she provides her husband can impact
domestic chores, but it doesn’t matter because she enjoys working alongside her husband:
“Our house isn’t spotless, but it’s nice to be there at his side and know what’s going on
and knowing that I’m needed.” In addition, she suggested that she and her daughter have
something different to offer, a “gentler touch” that has proven to be an effective way of
assisting her husband when breeding cattle:
Tonight, they were doing some breeding and he needed her to come out and help.
Sometimes they say that women have a gentler hand when it comes to certain
things, and he’s kind of realized that now and so he asked my daughter and me to
come out and help with certain things just because he knows that the sows will
stay calmer if we’re out there. It’s kind of an interesting thing and we’ve noticed a
change if my daughter and I are out there compared to, say, if just the guys are
out there.
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In this case, Cathleen’s work is to be supportive of what “the guys are raising here
at the farm,” a role that she is proud to fulfill. Her work as a helper on the farm does
distance her from agricultural production, however this distance is less than for women in
previous generations. This change is indicative of shifting gender norms and expectations
relative to the work that women can and do perform on the farm. There are some
variations in this identity, as self-identified helper Jessica demonstrates.
Jessica works with her husband on their small, organic farm in South Dakota. She
states she has the freedom to be as involved with the agricultural production as she
chooses, and she prefers it this way. She suggested it gives her the opportunity to perform
tasks on the farm that are best suited to her skills:
I would say that I am part of the strategic thinking, decision-making, I have
complete freedom to be as involved as I want to be in the fields, so I am looking
at deciding what exactly I want to work with for value added crops. […] We are
positioning ourselves so I can go in a lot of directions and I am still feeling my
way. We are going to develop our backyard and our barn for receptions and
weddings. So we are just starting that now and I will obviously be involved with
that, with complete oversight. Um, I work with harvest. I am in an incredibly high
learning curve because part of our value in creating community is that we are a
training base, so to speak, that is how we see ourselves, as a training farm. So I
spent part of the winter archiving all of the recipes for the vegetables and fruits
that we are working with, and um I know how to can, I know how to dehydrate,
um we know, we are in an incredible learning curve. We are learning how to
pickle everything, we have done some sauerkraut, we are doing mushrooms, we
do worms, I mean… I am interested in all of it.
An important element to the work that Jessica performs on the farm is her focus
on community development and education. This focus has led her to begin to prepare the
farm to become a tourist destination or what is known as agritourism. This value-added
element of the farm operation has limited her involvement with the “day-to-day
maintenance of the fields.” She stated: “I could be gone and it would be no issue […].”
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Her work focuses more on developing plans that will provide them with a venue to host
weddings and other events on their farm.
The work that Jessica performs on the farm is important to the overall vision that
she and her husband have for their farm. However, her work is specific to the valueadded elements of their farm, and in most cases she defers to her husband when
discussing farming in general. Similar to the women in Pearson’s (1979) research, we see
here that Jessica assists her husband with planting and harvesting, but her proximity to
what is produced on the farm is limited to seasonal events.
I can cultivate the strawberries and I can, ya know, do this and that. So it’s a, it’s
interdependent, but I guess I see myself as a little more of a nouveau farmer
(laughs) descriptor than what I would say is the traditional farming descriptor. But
we’re both going to make money doing it, but mine won’t be directly, probably
directly attributable. I mean I help plant the Aronia [berry], I help plant it all, it’s
a lot of work, but I wouldn’t say I decide where to put stuff.
In addition, Jessica has a fulltime job that makes her less available for direct
involvement with fieldwork and other farm related chores. As a result, she chooses to
utilize her skills developing community-oriented events and educational forums. This
work involves farm tours, conversations at farmer’s markets, attending network meetings,
or discussions with her CSA customers. She sees education as essential to the validity of
their farm and the products that she helps to produce. Education on environmentally
sustainable practices is a central element of the work that she performs on the farm, a
fundamental part of developing value added products and events.
In summary, the “helpers” in these cases found the work of a support person
highly enjoyable. Jessica found activities like canning, creating new recipes, farm
“design”, and preparing the farm for an agritourism destination, all highly enjoyable. Her
connection to community was very important to her, and the work she did on the farm
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was about developing community. She stated she had the freedom to participate wherever
she wanted to and never really thought of herself as a farmer, but maybe a “nouveau
farmer”. She helps when and where she is needed but plays an important role in
developing future goals for their farm, which include environmental education and
organic agriculture. Cathleen found that her work was necessary in order for her husband
to complete his essential tasks on the farm. In both cases, these women thought of
themselves as a partner in the operation, but in very specific functions on the farm.
This gender dynamic is reflective of the patriarchal structure that positions
women in support roles, and men dominating in the performance of essential tasks.
Though this may be the case, Cathleen enjoys supporting her husband and is willing to do
so because her input is also valued on the farm, regardless of the fact that work is highly
gendered. Her husband brings ideas to her, and they work them out as partners, even
though he does most of the implementation. Women’s work as helpers on the farm reflect
a gender division of labor, indicative of some aspects of the helper role that Pearson’s
(1979) research identifies. Both of these cases differ from women’s work as helpers in
the past due to the fact that women today who identify as a helper are more actively
engaged in the farming process than in years past. This may also reflect the farming
practices that are followed on these farms as they both include organic and sustainable
farming practices.

Home: “I am a farm wife.”
The last identity discussed in this chapter includes Pearson’s (1979) “farm
homemaker” typology. Pearson (1979) found the greatest number of women identifying
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with this role on the farm. Women functioning as homemakers on the farm play
important support roles by providing meals three times a day, often driving out to the
field to serve the men their food. Any farm-related work is relegated to the private
sphere, and consists of completing domestic tasks such as childcare and cooking. Women
who identify as a homemaker have the greatest distance from agricultural production,
though they experience the same “pressure of the agricultural calendar” (Pearson
1979:193).
Homemakers were the least represented in this research, in fact only one woman
identified as a homemaker, and did so unexpectedly. The vast majority of her time is
spent working at a full-time position off the farm. Therefore, maintaining the household
shapes her role on the farm, something she didn’t expect to be doing when she and her
family returned to rural Minnesota to start an organic farm. When Kasey was asked about
things that have been challenging for her, she stated, “The gender role thing has been a
challenge.” She suggests that gender roles have been difficult, because as the division of
labor became more evident, she realized that this division was highly gendered and along
“more traditional lines, which surprised me. I have never lived on a farm before, so
maybe my husband had a better idea than I did of how things would unfold. That [gender
division of labor] was kind of a revelation to me.”
Her identity as a homemaker became more defined when asked about the day-to-day
tasks and chores that she performs on the farm:
Well, number one, we live on a real, operating farm. My children are the fourth
generation of farmers on this land. I am a farm wife. I have responsibilities. My
husband would not be farming anywhere as smoothly if he didn’t have me,
especially the kind of farming we’re doing. It would be different if he was doing
just corn and soybeans, but he needs someone to do the marketing and
distributing and that kind of stuff.
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Here, Kasey clearly states that she is a farm wife, and her work is critical to the overall
function of the farm. She is bound by the same agricultural calendar that drives her
husband’s work. Her role on the farm is shaped by the responsibilities that are tied to the
home, however her work as a “farm homemaker” has been modified when compared to
the homemakers that Pearson’s (1979) research included. Again, homemakers were the
least common among the women included in this qualitative study. Kasey’s role is shaped
by the activities that their husband needs for her to fulfill on the farm. As Kasey
indicated, the farm could not function if her husband wasn’t available to run it:
Animals would die if my husband didn’t do his job daily. Animals don’t die if I’m
off the farm […] Would the farm be successful and run? It’s hard to imagine
without my husband. I’ve actually said I don’t know if we could physically stay
on this farm without my husband. I can’t work the heavy equipment, and our
driveway is like a half-mile long so we would just be snow-bound if there was a
blizzard because he’s the one who operates the ginormous tractor and snow
blower.
Another important distinction of this research from Pearson’s (1979) work on “farm
homemakers,” is that Kasey’s identity as a farm wife or homemaker didn’t limit her
ability to contribute to the decision-making that took place on the farm. This was not the
case among Pearson’s (1979) participants.
In summary of the findings relating to identity and farm practice, women’s
proximity to agricultural production is shaped by their farm identity, a conclusion drawn
in Pearson’s (1979) research that is reflected in this contemporary look at women in
agriculture. However, the changes have shifted to include a modified relationship with
agricultural production, one reflective of shifting gender role expectations on the farm.
Furthermore, though women’s roles are changing on the farm, placing them in closer
proximity to agricultural production, women’s work is highly gendered. The only
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exception that we see is women who are working independently as farmers and who
control the vast majority of the decision-making. Though women’s roles are expanding
on the farm, drawing them closer to agriculture production, thus increasing their
agricultural knowledge, they are doing this while also maintaining their role within the
private sphere. This is especially evident among women who are caring for young
children. Therefore, these farm identities offer us important insight into the work that
women continue to perform on the farm and how these performances are shifting as more
women become influential in agriculture, grow in numbers, and begin to shape
agricultural knowledge, and share this knowledge with future generations.
The next chapter examines women’s use of farm networks and how this use is
shaped by their farmer identity. The greatest differences seen among participants of this
research and network use are the farming practices that they engage with on their farms.
However, there are some interesting variations in network use based on Pearson’s (1979)
farmer typologies.
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CHAPTER FIVE

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS
Women Farmer Networks: Farmer, Partner, Helper, Home
Women’s work in agriculture is supported and influenced by the networks that
they rely on for information, guidance, and “continuing education.” This chapter focuses
on the networks that women farmers are using in three states in the Upper Midwest and
how their proximity to agricultural production impacts how they use farming networks.
Pearson (1979) helps us to understand women’s use of networks but these categories
have less saliency in understanding the role of networks in adaption to climate change. In
the final chapter on findings and analysis, I will highlight a more complex understanding
of women farmers’ perceptions of climate change apart from Pearson’s (1979) model.
This approach will illuminate how women farmers are adapting to climate change and the
role that networks play in shaping adaption practices. This analysis begins with a review
of farmer networks that includes a series of three tables of farm networks and
organizations referenced by all 26 participants. The three tables consist of farming
networks and organizations, states, and the type of farming most supported by the
network or organization indicated. A comprehensive table with the names of networks
and organizations by farming type and farmer typology is included in the Appendix (See
Appendices 1). This discussion is followed with Pearson’s (1979) typology of
independent farmers to determine the resources that farming networks offer women, and
how women benefit from participating in these networks (Pearson 1979). I utilize this
same approach for women who identify as farm partners, farm helpers, and homemakers,
respectively (Pearson 1979).
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Table 4 contains the total number of networks or organizations used by women

farming in alternative, sustainable or organic agriculture. There are 32 networks and
organizations that women working in this subset of agriculture identified as important to
their farming and education in general. Moreover, women farming independently utilize
the greatest number of farm networks and organizations to support their work in
alternative agriculture, a custom reflective of their control over the farm practices, and
decision-making. Women’s use of networks and organizations is categorized based on
their farming identities. In this way we can see the different types of networks and
organizations that women rely on and draw comparisons across Pearson’s (1979) farming
identities.
Table 4: Networks and organizations used by alternative, sustainable or organic farmers
based on identity typology (Pearson 1979).
Networks &
# of networks & Ind.
Farm
Farm
Farm
Organizations organizations
Farmer
Partner Helper Homeby State or
maker
Region
International
1
X (1)*
Iowa
8
X (16)**
X (6)
X (2)
X (1)
Midwest
1
X (1)
Minnesota
6
X (4)
X (5)
X (1)
X (4)
Montana
1
X (2)
National
5
X (6)
X (1)
New York
1
X (1)
North Dakota
1
X (3)
South Dakota
6
X (9)
X (2)
The Great
1
X (1)
Plains
Wisconsin
1
X (3)
X (4)
X (1)
X (1)
TOTAL
32
* The number of respondents who identify networks or organizations per state.
** Respondents use more than one network or organization per state, redundancies do
occur.
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Women centered programs were used by women farming in both alternative and

conventional agriculture, however the networks and organizations focused on different
aspects of farming and women’s roles on the farm. One such organization is the Women,
Food and Agriculture Network (WFAN); they provide year-round support for women
farming and women landowners in Iowa and in the Upper Midwest. Another example is
the MOSES In Her Boots Series, which is designed to support women who are farming
independently or whom hold a leadership role on the farm (See Appendices 1). We can
see from in Table 5 that women who self-identified as helper or homemaker do not utilize
networks at the same rate as women who are farming independently or in partnerships.
Women farming in partnership are using programs specific to women, however the use of
women centered programs is shaped by their role on the farm and the farming practices
engaged in on the farm (See Appendices 1).
Table 5: Women centered networks and organizations used by farmers based on identity
typology (Pearson 1979).
Networks &
# of networks & Ind.
Farm
Farm
Farm
Organizations organizations
Farmer Partner Helper Homeby State or
maker
Region
International
1
X (1)*
Iowa
1
X (3)**
X (3)
Minnesota
1
X (1)
National
2
X (2)
North Dakota
1
X (1)
South Dakota
1
X (1)
Vermont
1
X (1)
Wisconsin
1
X (3)
X (1)
TOTAL
9
* The number of respondents who identify networks or organizations per state.
** Respondents use more than one network or organization per state, redundancies do
occur.
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Among the 11 networks and organizations that are used to support conventional

agriculture (See Appendices 1), six provided women centered programs or conferences.
These programs are held once a year, are considered “events”, and often focus on women
in agriculture, largely in partnership or helping roles with male farmers. For example the
Minnesota Farmers Union hosts a leadership conference specific to women working in
agriculture. These programs are generally geared to assist women in working in
partnership with men and tend to focus on more traditional gender roles that depict men
as farmers and women in helping positions (Allen and Sachs 2007; Beach 2013; Brasier
2014; Coldwell 2009; Pearson 1979; Pini 2005; Sachs 1996). Regardless of this latent
outcome, the women that relied on such programs were excited to see that they were
being included in educational conversations about farming and agriculture in general.
Table 6: Networks and organizations used by conventional farmers based on identity
typology (Pearson 1979).
Networks &
# of networks & Ind.
Farm
Farm
Farm
Organizations organizations
Farmer Partner Helper Homeby State or
maker
Region
Minnesota
2
X (1)
X (1)
National
4
X (4)
South Dakota
6
X (6)
TOTAL
12
* The number of respondents who identify networks or organizations per state.
** Respondents use more than one network or organization per state, redundancies do
occur.
Upon further review, we can see that women who are farming independently are
doing so in alternative agriculture, utilizing alternative farming approaches and relying
heavily on the support and guidance of networks and organizations specific to their
farming practices as well as programs exclusive to women. Women who self-identified as
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farming in partnerships appear to use the networks, organization and resources among all
53 listed (See Tables 4 and 6). This variety of network use is reflective of the
concentration of conventional farmers in this subset of the women interviewed. However
the minimal use of resources among women farming conventionally may reflect the
influence that their husbands have over the type of networks or outside resources that
they are willing to acquire information from. However, several women stated they
enjoyed the recent addition of women centered programs and conferences, such as the
Executive Women in Agriculture Conference hosted by Top Producers.
The use of farming networks and their resources shifts dramatically for women
farming conventionally. Of the ten independent producers, two farm conventionally and
they both suggested that gendered networks are not a resource sought, but the work of
other farmers was a great source of information, education, and local knowledge. Women
farmers farming conventionally relied heavily upon the use of extension research and
programs. The five women farming conventionally among the 13 farm partnerships also
mentioned a reliance on extension. In addition, a few women indicated that they utilize
their local Farming Services Agency or FSA office, as well as pesticide companies, their
local CENEX, and seed company information for support in their farming. Woman
farming conventionally in partnership with their husband or partner were also more likely
to indicate that they relied on their husband or partner to make network-based decisions,
and joined him at conferences, conventions and various meetings and workshops. In
several cases, the woman farming in partnership expressed a desire to be more involved
with networks, but her husband was reluctant. Only one women identified Women In
Blue Jeans as a network specific to “farm women” or “farm wives” in South Dakota,
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however this group focuses less on women’s work as farm partners and more on domestic
tasks, such as canning, bookkeeping, and managing the household on the farm, for
example, being aware of how to handle clothing worn when spraying pesticides.
Nonetheless, the group was seen as an important resource for farmwomen because,
“farming can be isolating.”
It is evident by the tables above that women farmers are utilizing a wide variety of
farming specific resources especially the closer they are to agricultural production. The
use of formal networks, however pails in comparison to the credit and validity that
farmers give to their peers. Therefore, informal coffee shop talk, coming together around
someone’s kitchen table, potlucks, and commodity trading, and other informal gatherings
all appear to be important sources of information-sharing related to farming practices,
climate change and adapting to climate change. However, it is more challenging to
construct a table that reflects this source of social capital, but its importance shouldn’t be
overlooked. Farmer’s peers are crucial to the information sharing that take places, and
often is more influential than formal networks.
The analysis indicates that in several cases, gendered networks and the resources
that they offer are important tools that women farmers seek out to aid in their work. The
closer that women are to agricultural production the more likely they are to rely on
multiple networks, both local and national, and identify specific gendered networks and
programs, such as In Her Boots hosted by the Midwest Organic and Sustainable
Education Services (MOSES) in Wisconsin. Women farmers in South Dakota,
Minnesota, and Iowa expressed a desire to attend this program or similar programs, and
women who attended reported having a positive educational experience. Several women
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farmers in Iowa used the Women, Food and Agriculture Network, while others indicated
that they relied heavily on The Land Stewardship Project or Practical Farmers of Iowa.
The last two networks provide services for both women and men farming sustainably in
Iowa and the Midwest in general. Women farming alternatively in South Dakota utilized
the most diverse set of networks, due to the fact that there are few resources specific to
farming sustainably or organically with the exception of Dakota Rural Action, and even
fewer local resources available specifically for women actively engaged in farming.
Now that networks and organizations have been identified, the next step is to examine
how women farming independently are using these resources and what they are saying
about their participation.

Farmer: “We share ideas, trials, tribulations, tears, you name it…”
Understanding farmer’s practices is relevant to understanding the networks that
women rely on for information and how this information is impacting how women are
farming. Moreover, most of the women here state that their greatest resource is other
farmers who are farming using similar methods. In the case of organic vegetable and
livestock farmer Amy, her past experiences as a new farmer have greatly influenced
whom she trusts in the industry:
Only organic farmers, yes. […] There’s a network (laughs)… organic farmers
kind of hang out with other organic farmers, we don’t really go outside of our
circle. So I have a lot of organic farmers in northeast Nebraska that I am friends
with, that we share ideas, trials, tribulations, tears, you name it, cups of coffee. So
yes, we have a network, it’s not a formal network, but there is definitely a
network of organic farmers in this area, for sure. And we share things together, I
don’t know. It’s a special group.
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Row crop and vegetable farmer, Lara shares Amy’s enthusiasm for gaining information
and support from other farmers:
Whenever I have a field day here I always say, “You know I went to college
for a long, long time to study agriculture and everything I learned in agriculture I
learned from somebody at Practical Farmers of Iowa! I think the very best thing is
visiting other people’s farms. I just learn mountains of information visiting other
people’s farms, seeing how they do things.
The use of informal networks are an important resource for women farming, in
this case it doesn’t really matter the type of farming that they are practicing, but learning
from others’ experiences in agriculture appear to be invaluable. In a number of cases,
farmers stated that they wished they had more time to visit and tour other farms but
during the height of the growing season they simply do not have the extra time.
Among the women who identify as independent farmers, several of them state
that they utilize resources that are specific to women. These resources appear to be more
accessible to women farming in Minnesota and Iowa, and were harder to find among
women farming in South Dakota. For example, organic farmer Amy and sustainable
vegetable farmer Kari sought out resources specific to women farming alternative
agriculture, and they often relied on organizations outside of South Dakota to further their
education and gain support in their farming. Vegetable farmer Kari describes her
experience:
They have an In Her Boots series, they have several of those, they do that at
the [MOSES] conference but they have them all over the Midwest. I don’t think
they have ever done anything in SD, they are primarily-- sometimes Nebraska,
always MN or WI--you know, where there is a larger population of people
that are more engaged in this [type of farming].
Organic farmer Amy discussed some of the unexpected benefits she finds in being a part
of networks that are designed to support women farmers:
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For a woman, I have to speak from a woman’s perceptive; women need to
communicate their feelings. You need to cry, you need to share your frustration,
your challenges, your successes with other women, and by far being able to share
my stories and hear other women’s stories is very uplifting for me. I don’t get that
from men… When I am with other women farmers and we are able to like share
our real experiences, you have feelings associated with that, you can’t get that in
an average network. And that’s why I choose to network with other women
farmers, because most of the time we understand the difficulties we have, we have
feelings, that we can share our feelings and frustrations for the most part. Though
there are some women, I don’t know, (laughs) but for the most part you can share
things that are going on.

Organic garlic farmer Kristal discussed how empowering it can be to be in room full of
women farmers:
I went to one of [the] In Her Boots sessions and it was pretty cool to be in a room
with 100 other women farming, and I was like, boy this is different, wow very
cool. So I would love it if there was more of that going on in South Dakota
because I think there are fewer of us in South Dakota. You know, sometimes this
state feels like one big small town, so if we could just get all the women
farmers together, how awesome would that be? I think that would be great!
Women’s use of networks is important to their work as farmers but also to their
experiences as women working in a male dominated industry, especially among the
women working in South Dakota. Kristal, an organic farmer in South Dakota, explains
the challenges she faced when attending a large farm conference, where men’s
experiences tended to dominate, even among organic farmers:
When you go to bigger conferences and things like that, actually we just went to
one in North Dakota, the Northern Plains Sustainable Ag. And when I sit with
my husband at the same table and we start talking about what we do, I am still the
primary person on the farm, because he still works off the farm, if it’s men sitting
with us, they tend to direct their questions to him, and just this winter we were,
and he was like, well my wife is actually the farmer. And so it’s kind of funny. So
it’s just sort of something that I assume will happen and I am not surprised by it
really anymore. It can be annoying but it is just sort of a fact of life, especially
living here.
Women farming independently have found support from other women and men
farmers, especially when they share similar farming practices. These informal networks

	
  

104	
  

are key to information sharing, education and gaining support in their farming. Several
women state that these informal networks are a source of comfort, friendship, and
strength in a challenging industry. An important element related to network use for the
women included here was a sense of empowerment and confidence-building in the work
that they are doing on their farms, as well as in the work that other women are
performing. Women stated that they felt as though they were not only sharing technical
information but also discussing “bigger topics.” Again, organic farmer Amy explained
the importance of local gendered knowledge:
We’re sharing other bigger topic things, we are talking about climate change, we
are talking about preparing for the future, we are talking about how to turn
our farm over to our children, we’re talking about um, retirement planning.
We do, we talk about things like, ok how do we get the money to do this or
get the money to do that, or how do we make this change on our farm, these are
bigger level decisions that we share in the group, not so much technical but
higher level stuff, like what’s going to happen when we get too old to farm.
That’s one thing we talk about a lot. When we get too old to do this, what are
we going to do?
Organic garlic farmer Kristal described how networks offer an opportunity for her to
connect with others who share similar environmental values:
Well it’s just great to talk to other people that are involved in similar ventures and
share similar trials but also values, share similar goals in terms of how they want
to farm and ideas about the environment and how we should be stewarding the
land and things like that. And feel similar about conventional ag, all that sort of
stuff.
Sustainable farmer Louise describes a similar experience as an “exchange of ideas” and
the benefits of this process:
Ideas and information, that’s how we learned about these small pieces of
equipment. There’s no resource in South Dakota at all for vegetable production.
We have a couple of extension people that want to be but they are both in Sioux
Falls, and are spread pretty thin. And the rest of them are kind of worthless, to be
quite honest.
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In general, women indicated that they trust the information that they gained from

the networks that they are involved in, however many attempt to continue to research the
topics discussed and develop a strategy that best suits their farming needs. Donna has
been farming organically in Iowa for 40 years and is often sought out by new farmers
because of her experience in farming organically in the Midwest. She indicates that
farming information is always changing, especially with the onset of the Internet and how
accessible information has become. She discussed how this impacts her farming:
I do my own research; we are somewhat in that position where you have to do that
given the situation that there was not much information [before]. Although over
the years now, we have farmed for almost 40 years now organically, so it’s so
interesting cause there was no information when we started and now I can come
in from the field and sit […] by my computer and I can look up the appropriate
technology. Appropriate Technology Transfer for Rural Areas (ATTRA) would
be another place I get information. It is those organizations, there are some that
are USDA supported, Center for Rural Affairs, Land Stewardship Project, those
kinds of places. So the amount of information available now has changed
dramatically since my husband and I started farming that it blows me away. It
blows us away! (laughs) And so, I trust those places and we helped develop a lot
of those places.
Among women farming independently, there are benefits and value to
participating in farming networks. Women also indicate a significant use of technology,
university-based research, organization publications, and other farmers as reliable sources
of information. Many women indicated that self-education was a requirement for success
in farming, this was especially true for all 10 women farming independently, as well as
half of the women farming in a partnership. Nearly every farmer commented that they
wish they had more time for face-to-face educational experiences, farm tours and social
gatherings with other farmers.
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In summary, women farmers are relying on local and national networks for

important and valuable sources of information that they employ on their farm (See
Appendices 1). In nearly every case among independent farmers, women are using
multiple networks, as well as seeking networks that are directed at helping women
farmers. However important these resources and support networks are, little compares to
the relevance women farmers see in communicating with other farmers, demonstrating a
reliance on local knowledge. An important aspect of this finding is the relationship that
farming practices have with the use of farmer networks. It appears that women who are
farming independently are largely doing so using alternative farming practices or are
farming organically, and therefore seeking the support of farm networks and other
experienced farmers as there may be fewer formalized networks that support this type of
farming. However this largely depends on where they are farming because resources
specific to farming organically, for example, differ from one state to another. This could
also explain why women who are farming sustainable and organically in South Dakota
are seeking organizations outside of the state. Women in South Dakota also indicated that
they were seeking women centered farming organizations outside of the state that focus
on sustainable farming practices.
Women are thriving in agriculture where they feel heard, where their confidence
is fostered and where they can interact with and among other women farmers as well as
farmers using similar practices. However, it is important to note that these women
perform a lot of self-education by seeking information on the Internet, reviewing
university-based research, and other publications. Though this is the case, far and away
the greatest network resource found among independent women farmers is other farmers.
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This often poses a challenge for farmers, because they all work during the same time of
the year and when their farms are in full swing, they are often too busy to come together
to share this information, whereas formal networks and organizations are established and
can provide more consistent resources. Some networks have been successful at balancing
these needs, and as many women indicated, MOSES and the In Her Boots series has been
an important resource for those women in close proximity to agricultural production.

Partner: “I don’t think we would be farming if we didn’t have a network to support us
through it.”
Women farming in partnerships demonstrate the use of very specific and
specialized networks. Several women indicated that they rely on one formal network for
the bulk of their resources and support, while developing informal networks that fulfill
important needs in their farming and their personal lives. For organic farmer Jodi, these
informal networks are crucial:
I don’t think we would be farming if we didn’t have a network to support us
through it. It’s just a different type of farming than say 50 years ago. Or maybe
you grew up on a farm and had a sense of what to do going in, you took it over
from your parents, you have been doing it forever, there are a lot of your
neighbors who have been farming--it’s different now, it’s just a different setup
and I think the network for people is just really critical. I think the direct peopleto-people contact is probably our best resource.
Conventional farmer Sam shared Jodi’s sentiment when asked what she valued the most
about her involvement with the networks that she uses: “The human connections.”
Heather is farming the largest conventional farm among participants in this research. She
and her husband farm conventionally 5000 acres with 2000 acres in natural grasses,
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pasture or hay, in South Dakota. She stated that the most valuable resources she gets from
the networks she participates in is support from her neighbors:
[O]nce I kind of got my group of people, the benefit that I’ve seen is that they
know where we stand, they know the principles and morals of our operation so
when opportunities, that really aren’t those good opportunities, that you are just
wasting your time filling your head with that stuff, if you know what I mean. So
that’s really been a benefit, that your network knows you, and they only relay that
information [that will serve our needs].
Women farming in partnership with their husband or partner also share an interest
in utilizing formal networks and resources, however find that these resources are less
accessible to them because their husbands have “yet to see” the value in attending
network related functions, as is the experience of conventional farmer Sam:
We do a lot through farm credit. They put on a lot of seminars. My husband
doesn’t yet see the benefit of certain organizations. I see that more and am
pushing him to try to get involved in more of the organizations like the
Cattlemen’s or the Corn Growers. Also, any of the commodity groups or farm
bureau--organizations that can offer education and advice.
This is not uncommon among the five women who are farming conventionally in
partnership with their husband. These women farmers place greater emphasis on the use
of networks, the educational resources they offer, and the human interaction that certain
networks foster than do their husbands.
Among the women farming in partnerships, reliance on other women farming is
important to their work; this is especially evident among women farming in alternative
agriculture. Goat and sheep farmer Peggy states that she learns a lot from other women at
the farmer’s market where she sells her products:
Today I attended a farmer’s market meeting and I found that those people,
mentors, the people that I work across from at the farmer’s market will give
me all kinds of information. They’ll say “Oh, I ran into that last year. Why
don’t you try this?” A lot of them are women because the women are the ones
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that do most of the… well, in my experience, it’s mostly women who are doing
the markets. But they provide a wealth of information.

Peggy goes on to talk about the challenges she faces selling her dairy products at local
markets and as a result, tends not to trust government officials as their requirements are
always changing. However, she trusts other farmers, “Do I trust it [government]? No. Do
I trust any politician? No. Do I trust people I work with and all of the farmers? Yes! “
A high level of trust is evident among farmers; it is this trust that many farmers
use to select where, and from whom, they find information. Organic livestock producer
Abi states that being associated with “change makers” is very important to her and a
powerful resource that she trusts:
It’s a huge benefit to have known the change makers, the people who have been
on the cusp of organic and sustainable agriculture in the Upper Midwest for all
these decades, and some of them are beginning to be honored in the ways they
deserve finally. And there is a lot of youth coming now into the development of
small farms--that is great affirmation and engagement with us. It’s developed a lot
of social capital. That’s part of what makes us happy individuals, and creates
meaning in our lives, and that we have a really firm awareness that we are
connected to all these other people that we share information, and values and
ethical farming know-how.
Trust is an important determinant of resource application and use in women’s
farming. This pattern is reflective of a strong reliance on local knowledge. Brigid began
farming conventionally 37 years ago, but the summer of 1988 changed their approach to
farming, and with the help of other farmers and farm networks, she and her husband
began farming organically:
First, the life experience of going through 1988, which was a summer that was
very hot, and dry and windy. We had a lot of soil that was blowing around in
western Minnesota and that kind of opened our eyes and we said we have to farm
differently. And then at that same point we started getting involved with some of
these groups and started learning some things, that were different--a different way
of farming.
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Among conventional farmers, women stated they used extension information, and

a few included other resources like the Internet, Facebook and agricultural publications.
Extension, by far, had the greatest impact on the decision-making that took place on
conventional farms, along with seed vendors, and places like the local CENEX.
In general, most everyone trusted the information they gained from their
networks. Sam commented that she likely wouldn’t use the network if she didn’t trust it.
Several women indicated that the agricultural industry is changing and beginning to
recognize women’s work as farmers. Although this is of great import to women farming
in conventional agriculture, these resources continue to reflect gender stereotypes that
restrict women’s influence and leadership to the domestic sphere. In one case, farm
partner Brigid stated that the Minnesota Farmers Union offered a “leadership” conference
specifically for women in agriculture. These resources are beneficial for women but
suggest that women lack leadership skills in this industry and don’t officially recognize
the limitation that conventional agriculture has placed on women. Furthermore, these
resources specific to women are often one-time events. Farm partner Heather stated that
her use of networks is really a mix of men and women, but she has come across a
conference specifically for women, but only once.
In sum, learning from other farmers is critical to the success of the individual
farmer, especially among women farming in alternative agriculture. The greatest benefit
that women farming in partnerships identified is the face-to-face interaction with other
farmers. Sharing information and knowledge, and visiting other farms were important
regardless of the size of the operation. Some of the greatest barriers that farm partners
face among those farming conventionally are programs, networks and resources that were
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specific to women working in agriculture. There was a tendency to identify a few
resources but these programs or workshops reflect traditional gender roles, which support
women’s work primarily in the private sphere.
In this discussion, the greatest distinction between farm partners and independent
farmers are farm partners’ use of formal networks, however this was not universal but
differed based on farm practices. One farm partner engaged in conventional agriculture
indicated that her husband was less interested in networks than she was and often
determined the level of participation in the network and the type of networks utilized.
These gender distinctions could explain a higher dependence on formal networks,
especially among conventional farmers, than informal networks, though more support for
this conclusion is needed.

Helper: “We’re not the ladies bringing out the pies and cookies and sandwiches. We’re
actually doing the work.”
Farm helpers’ more distant relationship with agricultural production also
influenced the type of networks and resources that women used to support their position
on the farm. In one case, the networks that helper Cathleen used was largely determined
by her husband until recently. Her experience with the Minnesota Farmers Union has
been positive, but she notes that when attending conferences there are few women who
actively engage. As a result, for the first time, she chose to attend a conference specific to
women in agriculture, and described the positive impact this had on her:
When we go to conventions, it’s primarily males, but this last year we actually
had a women’s conference at the Minnesota Farmers Union that we attended, and
that was really interesting because we’re so used to going to the Minnesota
Farmers Union convention in November, which is all males. There are some
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females there, but they pretty much just sit back and watch. But going to the
spring conference this year for females, they get a different perspective of it and
we kind of felt like you had people there to communicate with. It’s really kind of
difficult because you feel like you don’t, some days you don’t feel like you know
what you’re talking about because they’ve done it for so long…so I can’t say that
I did do all the farming all by myself. I sit there and I watch what my husband
does and understand what he does and we communicate about it a lot, and I think
we communicate more than couples in the past.

Cathleen identified how valuable it was for her to communicate with other women
working in agriculture, however she rarely utilized networks that were specific to women,
which is indicative of her role as a helper and the focus is on the work of men on the
farm. Though in this case, it is apparent that the farm practices are not the determining
factor for the type of farm network or organization that is accessed for support and
information sharing, but that fact that Cathleen’s role on the farm is reflective of multiple
generations working together to farm the land. Cathleen indicated that she married into
the family farm and therefore felt it was her role to support the work of her husband and
her in-laws as she learned the business of raising organic livestock.
In the case of helper Jessica, her selective involvement on the farm influenced the
type of resources that she sought. In addition, she and her husband learned about different
things related to farming as well as sought different resources from the networks that they
participated in. She discussed the importance of the Internet in supporting both she and
her husband’s thirst for information. Their resources included researching the Internet,
documentary videos, following leaders in organic agriculture, magazines, and archiving
recipes, journal articles, and newspaper clippings, all of which Jessica accomplished in
the winter. She stated that her husband often listened to podcasts, lectures, and
conferences to help him in his work in the field; Jessica looks to magazines such as
“Mary Jane Farms” to provide her a “feminine” perspective on farming and farm work.
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She stated that the magazine provided her with information on how to “build courage”
“build creativity” and remain “feminine.” The resources used here reflect the gendered
nature with which labor is divided on the farm, and illustrates her distance from
agricultural production. She loves her work on the farm, and plays an important support
role to her husband, and in this case, Jessica’s work on the farm is shaped by the fact that
they are very new to farming organically. Jessica’s family for several generations farmed
the same land using conventional practices, this too may influence the type of work that
she engages with on the farm as an “agrarian ideology” may continue to influence the
gender division of labor, if only slightly (Allen and Sachs 2007). Her work on the farm is
no less valuable, it is however more distant from agricultural production. Jessica
discussed the benefits that she desires from farm networks and what she hoped to attain
from them:
Well I think the growth benefits are huge. And the business of farming is
isolationist anyway because you’re so busy and you really need relationships that
you can trust and network and grow with. My desire would be that we would
discover and find the right network of farms like us in the region and even
beyond, that we could get together every year that would be my desire. For
relationship building, and it’s confidence building. […] To help care-take and
nurture women who are involved because they need it. And there are a couple of
organizations that are real friendly toward it, I haven’t danced into any of them
yet, I have attended a couple. I want to really hit the mark, to help women have all
the inner resources, strength, and confidence as well as have networks of support
outward on every level. It’s absolutely critical and we are perfect for it here
because farmers have had to be reliant on each other so much through the years.
Now with this new generation, it will be good, it will be really good.
Her desire for a network that supports and nurtures women is in part reflective of her role
on the farm in a supportive capacity, but also reflects her personal goals as an advocate
for women. This support role is similar to the role that Cathleen plays on her farm as she
direct markets all of their products where she provides continued support, she stated: “if

	
  

114	
  

he needs help with something, I’m there for him, to help.” As mentioned earlier, helper
roles have changed as gender roles have changed, and their position on the farm is a vital
one to the overall function of the farm. The women who operate in a support role have
less direct interaction with agricultural production, which in turn may impact the level of
involvement they have with formal and informal networks regardless of the essential role
they play in the overall success of the farm. In the case of helper Cathleen her experience
attending a conference where women were the focus was a very positive one, and is
indicative of her role on the farm being shaped by that of her husband, the farmer:
Yes, you’re able to be more open about things and visit about things more. You
kind of felt like they understood where you were coming from as far as, you
know, we’re not the ladies bringing out the pies and cookies and sandwiches.
We’re actually doing the work. We actually know what’s going on. It was nice to
have that, [to] sit down and talk with that group of women. A lot of them have
their own small business that they’re trying to start or just working alongside their
husbands. It was basically a women’s conference through the Minnesota Farmers
Union. The other one was the Sow Farmers Union, the Minnesota convention that
we have in November is open to everyone. Primarily, the men get up to speak
about policy; there are women there too, but more men stand up and speak.
In both of these cases, women are indicating that gender specific conferences and
networks are really important and valuable to their growth and development as helpers on
the farm. Their use of networks is to gain knowledge and information to support their
experiences within the domestic sphere, but also to help in running a “small business” in
support of their husband, who is characterized as the farmer. Helper Cathleen stated: “We
are selling the products that our guys are raising here at the farm” a common affirmation
of women working in support positions on the farm, reflective of some distance from
agricultural production. Table 1 (See Appendices 1) indicates that women who selfidentify as a farm helper identify formal network resources, but these networks largely
reflect the work that their husband, the farmer is doing on the farm. What’s telling is the
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general lack of women centered networks, organizations or programs utilized by these
two women, with the exception on Cathleen’s attendance of a Farmers Union program
from women. The resources that both women indicate are important to their roles as a
farm helper are not listed in the table because they are largely resources that they seek
either through magazines, the Internet, or informally. Women working as farm helpers
relied the least on gendered networks and used network resources less often, though they
found networks to be an important part of supporting the general goals of the farm. Farm
helpers’ inconsistent use of farm networks was the result of their distance from the
agricultural production, and the fact that women are helping during seasonal events. In
addition, these women were more likely to work off-farm or have specific jobs, such as
direct marketing, that confined their role on the farm to a specific job, which in some
cases, limited their availability.

Home: ‘Unexpected domesticity.’
Homemakers were the least represented in this research, in fact only one woman
identified as a homemaker, and did so unexpectedly. However, her role on the farm has
been shaped by she and her husband’s choice to return to rural Minnesota to start an
organic farm. She began her work on the farm as a partner but found domesticity was
required of her in order to keep the farm functioning. She indicates that her work on the
farm is different from women in years past, because her work in marketing and
researching how to sell their “bumper hay crop” are also part of her work within the
private sphere. Kasey sees herself as an equal to her husband in their work on the farm,
but indicates very clearly that if he wasn’t running the farm that it would be very unlikely
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that she and her children could continue on the farm. She also self-identifies as a “farm
wife” but because they are farming organically, this definition is altered dramatically. Her
work on the farm is also highly shaped by the presence of young children, and hopes that
some day she can be more actively involved in the field like she was when they began
farming six years earlier.
Her position as a “farm wife” also influences how she used networks in her
community, and the things that she identified as valuable from these social interactions.
Table 4 indicates farm helper’s use of farm networks and organizations, however, Kasey
didn’t indicate that these networks were related to the work that she is doing on the farm
but largely reflective of her husband’s organic farming practices. In addition, she states
that they would like to see her role on the farm increase in the future as their children
grow older, and this could account for the wide variety of networks and resources that she
and her husband have sought to support their farming, and the absence of women
centered networks (See Appendices 1).
In several instants, she suggested that the involvement of her children is a
fundamental aspect of their involvement in local networks. In addition, she stated that she
has felt like an outcast at The Land Stewardship Project meetings, but not because of her
role on the farm but because of the type of activism they use. She referred to this method
of activism as “outside agitators,” a type of activism that she is unwilling to be involved
in: “My husband and I just said, we can’t engage in that. In addition to having a farm and
a full-time job and three kids and parents that we’re helping take care of, we just can’t
engage. And so, we kind of got chastised.”
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Furthermore, she feels that this outsider dynamic could be reflective of their

return to a rural community, and could also be because she continues to work outside of
the community where they farm. Regardless of the hardship that she has experienced in
some cases, she is happy with the support they gained in the beginning farmer program,
and the information that they have continued to have access to as a family to support their
farming. Their attendance in the Minnesota Organic Agriculture Conference provided
them with some valuable information. More important to her work on the farm and with
her family is the informal network of farm families that has emerged in Kasey’s county:
I think we definitely have an informal network of people, and we call each other.
We traded beef for pork with another beginning farm family in our county, and so
we’ve got that mojo going. A group of like, I think three families, that are heading
over to the Northern Plains Sustainable Ag Society meetings from [our] county.
We’ve all kind of said, “Why don’t we all make sure to make some time for us to
meet while we’re there.” So we’ve got an informal group of people here in the
county area that really try hard to support each other. We all went and harvested
grapes a year ago for one of our neighbors who grows grapes. You know, that
kind of stuff.
In this instance Kasey, her work on the farm and her use of local farm networks is
influenced by her role as the caretaker in the family. However, her work as a homemaker
differs greatly from women who fulfilled this role in Pearson’s (1979) research as well as
the work that women perform as homemakers on farms that are using conventional farm
practices.
Homemakers utilize farming networks very differently from other women
farming; this difference, again, is reflective of their proximity to agricultural production.
However, in this research the one woman who identified as a homemaker also assisted
her husband with marketing, goal setting, and planning. The final section of this chapter
covers how farm networks are used to gain information on adapting to climate change.
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Women’s Networks and Climate Change
Throughout this section, I have discussed the relationship between Pearson’s
(1979) identity typologies and women’s use of farming networks. The next aspect of this
analysis includes how trusted formal and informal network resources impact how women
are adapting to climate change. It is at this stage of the analysis were Pearson’s (1979)
typologies begin to become less relevant to respondents’ discussion of how networks are
impacting their perceptions of climate change as well as the adaption methods they
employ.
One women indicated that the networks that she is involved in shared her views
on climate change, that it was a source of discussion in some circles, and “a given” in
others. Kari is a sustainable vegetable farmer in South Dakota, here she discussed with
humor, how adapting to climate change is addressed among her peers:
Honestly climate change itself isn’t usually a topic of conversation. What is a
topic of conversation are methods for dealing with it. So irrigation practices,
mulching practices and the varieties that seem to work in the heat… [One
company] has a whole new section on lettuces that tolerate the heat. I mean they
are doing their part on trying to offer things to help people so they can keep doing
more and dealing with the different temperatures.
Networks are playing a part in assisting farmers with adapting to climate change but it is
not clear to what extent this is taking place. Some women indicate that “everybody is
making it up as they go along” and that there is no clear direction on how to adapt to the
changes that they are witnessing, while others have identified more concrete approaches.
These practices include: the use of hoop houses or high tunnels to extend the growing
season; improving water capture techniques; modifying water application with the use of
drip-tape; digging a well; and/or off-setting carbon use by increasing land used for prairie
grasses and perennials. Others identified technological approaches to farming
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sustainably, such as hydroponic water systems. Organic farmer Amy discussed the
possible benefits of a hydroponic water system that can be used to grow vegetables and
grains without the use of soil, but requires high amounts of water in an enclosed system.
She also discussed the use of hoop houses, and concludes with this warning, “Just keep
the ground covered because the winds will come.”
For organic vegetable farmer Tammy, adapting to climate change is very
challenging as approaches frequently change, but discussing these changes with other
farmers is an important aspect of coping with instability:
So, it’s a slow day at market, there’s two or three of you at a booth just yacking,
and I would say that people have tried to respond to what they think is a new
trend. I can actually say that I shot myself in the foot last year, because it seemed
to me that every year spring was getting earlier and earlier, and I got all set up for
an early spring and I got wiped out except for the stuff that I had for later spring.
So basically I went through on my second planting for the year. I was not alone in
that experience and so as we are talking they’re just saying “you know what, I am
going to stick to my normal schedule.” Next year I am sticking to my schedule
because you just don’t know what is going to happen. So it seems to me that you
have to be ready for anything… you are going to have higher highs and lower
lows. So it’s kind of like, you have to try to be ready for anything, but I don’t
know how different that is from farming in the 40s or in the 20s.
Nearly every farmer indicated that they looked to other, more experienced farmers
as sources of trustworthy, practical, local knowledge, and encouragement. Trust is also
important to consider when discussing climate change and adaption methods. Women
farming conventionally used a lot fewer networks and discussed climate change a lot less.
In most cases, climate change wasn’t discussed at all, but environmental changes were.
Most agreed that the networks they used for support and information shared their views
on climate change, but this topic was rarely discussed in-depth. Rebecca said clearly,
“climate change has never been a discussion.” In very few cases women did indicate that

	
  

120	
  

the network they were involved in directly influenced how they were adapting to climate
change, if they were. Conventional farmer Heather summarized this well when she stated:
“I think they would share my views [but] we don’t ever have a specific conversation
about it, no. We talk about environmental issues but it’s never specially about climate
change.” In general, other farmers in most cases had a greater impact on how farmers
chose to adapt to climate change than the formal networks in which these farmers
participated.
Generational information was also very important among farmers who are
farming with their parents or in-laws, and preparing to take over the farm. Some
suggested that there was also conflict between generations and the use of technology.
Conventional farmer Sam stated that they are making their own way when it comes to
adapting to climate change, one way in particular includes water conservation that differs
from others who are farming similarly to them. In addition, she included that some
challenges that she and her husband face are differences in approaches to farming from
one generation to the next:
My father-in-law is in his 50s and my father is in his 70s. So you know, even
between the two of them, sometimes things are different with that gap. I think my
father is probably the most set in his ways, this is what I did, and he is not as open
to adapting to new technology and changes.
Women working in support roles are positioned to be more distant from
agricultural production and therefore discussions of climate change and adaption methods
are often limited. In these two cases, their perceptions of climate change can be linked to
the networks in which their husbands are directly involved. Helper Jessica stated that
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climate change has come up in some conversations, especially with college students that
tour their farm, but is otherwise not a discussion that she has very often:
When we had our Tuesday weekly things with our college kids, yes it came up
there for sure, but for me to talk to other farmers about climate change [in a
formal setting], I don’t think I’ve had a conversation like that yet.
The influence of farm networks on perceptions of climate change and adaption to
climate change is largely unknown for “helpers”. Both women demonstrate a clear
understanding of the impact of climate change on agriculture in general, but there doesn’t
appear to be any working knowledge of how this directly or indirectly impacts the
farming that is taking place on their farm. This is reflective of their role as farm helpers,
which distances them from agricultural production.
Informal farm networks, as mentioned by Kasey, are groups where women in
agriculture are discussing climate change, however it is not clear to what extent these
discussions influence adaption methods. “I don’t know if we’ve really shared strategies
or helped each other come up with ways to adapt to climate change yet. We’re still
hopeful.” In this case, it is safe to conclude that there is the potential for networks,
especially informal networks, to influence how women who are homemakers perceive
climate change, and how they adapt to it based on their proximity to agricultural
production.
In conclusion, women farmers employ a diversity of networks as a means of
supporting their farming. All farmers placed the greatest emphasis on the use of informal
networks as sources of inspiration, support and knowledge. However, women often
gained access to other farmers in their participation in formal networks, conferences, and
meetings. For example, conventional farmer Sam suggested that though they gained
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information from formal networks on practices and processes, they would seek out other
farmers who actually applied these often new methods to their farming. This reliance on
other farmers is a common thread that runs throughout all 26 interviews, regardless of the
size, practices, or views on climate change. Farmer-to-farmer information sharing is the
most valuable resource that farmers apply in their operation, and where farmers are
developing methods to adapt to climate change. The next chapter in this section includes
details of women’s experiences with climate change in the Upper Midwest and how they
are persevering in an exceptionally unforgiving environment, both socially and
environmentally.
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CHAPTER SIX

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS
Women Farmer’s Perceptions of and Adaption to Climate Change: Believers and deniers
and those in between
This chapter discusses women farmer’s farming practices, experiences with what
they identify as an environmental crisis, and how their practices and experiences shape
their perceptions of climate change. I focus on how perceptions of climate change can be
organized along a continuum that reflects how women perceive climate change, the type
of farming that they are engaged in, and ultimately how they are adapting to this
perceived ecological crisis. A notable characteristic of women farming in this research
and perceptions of climate change is their entrance into farming. There are two distinct
points of origin for women entering into farming that can be tied to the type of farming
that they engage in: women who enter into farming as an occupation or return to farming;
and those who have been farming since they were children, married a farmer, and
continued to farm near the community where they grew up. The second group tends to
farm conventionally and populate the denial end of the continuum and deny “climate
change” as a distinctive event, while the other group suggests both a practical and
political acceptance of “climate change” as a current problem, and tend to characterize
the perceptions of women who identify as alternative, sustainable or organic farmers. The
space between these two extremes is populated with more ambiguous ideas about the
origins and impacts of “climatic change” and reflects a more diverse group of farmers
and farming practices. What this research shows is that women fall at one particular place
or another along this continuum based on their farming practices, thus this continuum
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links farm practice, Brasier et al.’s (2014) farmer identities (“primary operator” and
“partner”) (300) with perceptions of climate change and the adaptation methods that
farmers are engaging in. Therefore, the continuum illustrates women’s differing
relationships with the land, based on their farmer identities (Brasier et al. 2014), and how
these relationships are shaped by their environmental attitudes in complicated and
fascinating ways.
Constructing a perception continuum is an effective way to describe women
farmers’ perceptions of climate change because each woman brings a multiplicity of
experiences and farming practices; women range in age from 24 to 65 and from three to
four months working on the farm to as many as 41 years. The scope of their farming
knowledge, experience, and ability vary and because of this their differing experiences
illuminate how climate change is impacting the lives of women across agriculture. The
perception continuum also shapes the discussion of adaption methods that women are
employing on their farms, thus what we find as one moves along the continuum, are
women employing fewer adaption methods in their farming the further they move away
from perceptions shaped by the knowledge and acceptance of anthropogenic climate
change.
Among women interviewed for this research, 15 expressed environmental
attitudes reflective of “believers” in climate change, while the four expressed more
ambiguous perceptions or less clearly defined ideas of climate change, however they state
they believe the environment is changing in less predictable ways, which they see as
evidence of anthropogenic climate change. Among the seven conventional farmers, three
overlap with women farming alternative agriculture and reflect a mix of farming practices
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that include conventional approaches and the application of several sustainable farming
methods, such as no-till and the use of cover crops. The remaining four are among those
who convey a denial of climate change, however they identify the use of conservation
practices that are not linked to climate change but reflect “good” farming practices.
Among the women included in this research, farming practices reflect specific
labor on the farm, which can be linked to Brasier et al.’s (2014) role saliency hierarchy.
Roles include: “farmer or primary farm operator, farm entrepreneur, farm workerapprentice, farm bookkeeper, farm business partner, farm wife-domestic partner or
worker-professional” (289-290). Brasier et al. (2014) research found that farming
identities include two measures of women’s labor on the farm and reflect “primary
operator” and women working as equal partners on the farm (290). Situated within the
primary operator and partner identity are roles specific to those identities, which are
ranked from high to low. It is in this ranking that environmental attitudes and perceptions
of climate change can be examined given that each of the primary identities are
comprised of the same roles but they are ranked in different patterns based on the work
that women are performing on the farm and their control of the decision making that is
taking place (Brasier et al. 2014). The capacity with which women are free to make
farming related decisions can be linked to the application of climate change adaption
methods.
The way women farmers are thinking about and talking about climate change
reflects the type of farm practices that they adhere to, and where women are adapting to
climate change, they are doing so in ways that are innovative, creative, and effective, and
reflect a high level of independence. These practices can provide a powerful resource as
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more and more farmers face similar challenges in their work now and in the future,
especially as the number of small farm operations continues to grown and to be
dominated by women of all ages. This next section addresses “believers” experiences
with climate change and how ecological change is affecting what they farm, how they
farm and their expectations for their futures as farmers.

Believers: “The extreme is our new norm.”
Among the women farming in alternative agriculture in this research, there is a
strong sense that human beings have a direct and often negative impact on the
environment. All 19 women farming alternative, sustainable or organic agriculture stated
that conventional forms of agriculture have had some of the greatest negative impacts on
the environment; this knowledge shapes how they farm, and reflects a position on the
climate change continuum among “believers”. For example, organic farmer Kristal
summarized how she feels about the negative impact that conventional farming is having
on the environment in the community where she lives:
How can they not understand that they are just putting chemicals in the ground to
just suck it right out again and they are not doing anything long term to rejuvenate
the soil, to feed the microbes and the soil organisms. And on top of it they are
affecting everyone else in the neighborhood because it’s not just their own farm
that is being affected -- the water flows downhill into our farm. We have a giant
slough in the front of our yard and my kids play down there. And I am thinking
about the impacts to future generations that are sitting here. You know if we had
more women farmers, really would they be jumping on the tractor and hooking up
the chemicals so quickly? Really? I just can’t see that that would be the case, but
also I mean I am witnessing the practices that I see as damaging our environment
going on around me all the time.
Kristal was among women farmers who engaged in organic agriculture and who
identified conventional agriculture and the practices utilized as prime examples of the
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negative impacts that human beings have on the environment. This does not mean that
these women felt that conventional agriculture was the singular cause of climate change,
but is an example of how women were discussing anthropogenic impacts on the
environment and potential links to climate change. Women farmers who identified the
negative human impacts on the environment also found that climate change has had
measurable impacts on their farming, forcing them to alter their approaches to farming in
very specific ways. For example, Kendra has been a part of an organic farming
community in Minnesota for 55 years, and has been farming her third farm for eight
years. She is a certified organic livestock farmer, here she described her experiences with
the impacts that climate change has had on her current operation and what she anticipates
for the future:
Yes, the extremes! We definitely see more extremes. We are hotter, we’re
wetter… I am in a pretty good community here of a lot of organic farmers and
that’s our thing now, the extreme is our new norm. So we are planning for the
extreme. You know I can protect my little teeny tiny 20 acres out of the gazillion
acres out there and people are going to ask how are you going to do it? […] They
set these predictions a few decades ago on climate change and they’ve all come
true, if that is the case I will need to worry a little more about developing
livestock that can withstand worms. And I have to figure out a way to rotate or the
best combination of plants out there to keep those worms down. So we are going
to go back to start breeding for only the ones who can fight off the worms… I
don’t know. It kind of looks like we are trying to out run the hamster on the wheel
and I don’t know how long we can do that.
Amy is another organic farmer, but farms in South Dakota. She shares Kendra’s
experience with weather extremes; for example, she had to shut down her chicken
operation even after several modifications to chicken coops to keep them cool and
hydrated. The extreme heat was causing chickens to have heat stroke and became too
dangerous for her and her crew to work in:
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We had a really, really long summer and the heat was so bad that we had to stop
production on the farm July 1st. The heat was so bad we just shut the farm down.
We lost all of our crops, our chickens were dying from heat, you know, being too
hot. We even had fans and water on them, they were dying from heat exhaustion,
they were having heart attacks right and left, so we just shut the farm down. We
have never done that before, nor have we ever seen anything like we have seen
last year and it was really scary, it was too dry, it was too hot and it’s like
somebody just shut the water off. We went through a year of so much rain and
flooding and it’s like someone flipped the switch and it’s like what the heck?
There were no clouds, it was just blazing heat, it was just windy. It was terrible.

Amy goes onto explain that the extreme heat has had a direct impact on her livelihood,
and for a small-scale farmer this has a long-term impact on her profitability. She
explained how she has had to completely change how she farms:
We have to invest more money in hoop houses and irrigation systems, we are
having to change the entire way that we farm… everything is under plastic, so we
aren’t going to try to grow anything outside anymore other than our soybeans.
Other farmers share Amy’s experience with temperature extremes and challenges with
planning for such changes. Sustainable farmer, Louise discussed her experience with
climate change and how she believes it is impacting her farming:
The last probably five or six years… we have had our hottest weather in March,
April, and May. Any May has been, you know, it has been in the 90s on some of
those days, some of those months, and like tomorrow it’s supposed to be in the
90s. And the last five or six years we have had 90 degrees every May. And the
reason I know that is because we have markets on those days and its hot and
windy and it just makes things really hard because it should be cool because that’s
the time you have your cool season crops and that’s so hard on that stuff.
Temperature extremes are especially challenging for small, alternative farm operations
largely due to the limited number of resources that they have available to them when they
lose crops or livestock. These losses are costly and have forced organic farmers like Amy
to spend many hours planning for what some women have argued, is unknowable.
Amy discussed how she and her crew sit around her kitchen table in the
wintertime and plan for the extreme. She laughs as she described this process: “we pretty
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much plan for everything!” In addition, she and other farmers discussed the changes that
they have seen in the natural environment, such as the loss of pollinators like bees and
butterflies, and they described this as a major problem facing agriculture now and in the
future. Amy attributed the loss of pollinators to a changing unpredictable climate as well
as an overuse of pesticides:
[What] we are mostly seeing are, what I call, disruption in the normal pattern,
disruption in normal weather patterns. There is late frost, too long of winters or
too short of winters, March with 100 degrees and all of a sudden spring on April 1
and all the trees are blooming out. This year the trees didn’t have leaves on them
until, I think it was like, the end of May. Some of the trees aren’t even fully
budded out. Yes! So everything is messed up and so here you’ve got disruption
in the insect populations, disruptions in the butterfly populations, disruptions in
bee populations, … we are seeing huge disruptions in the pollinators. We need
pollinators on the farm. If we lose the pollinators we are in deep trouble, I mean
really think about it, if we lose the pollinators, the alfalfa industry of South
Dakota will dry up with out pollinators!
Another example of preparing and “planning” for extremes is described by Kari
who is a sustainable vegetable farmer in South Dakota:
Number one cause and effect reaction to climate change that I see as being a
necessity moving forward are high tunnels. Absolutely. I mean I think even in the
last few years I think abnormal is the new normal, you never know what you’re
going to get, and because we are in this alternative world of farming and we are
not getting big crop subsidies we have to be able to be more resilient. And have a
backup plan.
Women farmers are identifying environmental changes that are taking place and
having a direct impact on their farming practices, and as a result of the extremes, several
women are preparing for a “new normal.” These women participate in alternative,
sustainable or organic agriculture and represent 73 percent of the participants for this
research.
Abi and Donna have farmed organically for decades and express similar views as
the farmers above, but are actively engaging in community activism as a result of what
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they perceive to be environmentally irresponsible farming practices. They express a
significant amount of frustration as they continue to see farming practices that not only
have a negative impact on the land, but on insects, animals, and people living in the
neighborhoods and communities surrounding these farms. In addition, they link their
frustration to a dangerously low level of concern for the environmental impacts that
agriculture has had, and even less acknowledgement of anthropogenic causes of climate
change to which they both suggest is currently disrupting their farming. Long time
organic farmer and activist, Donna described this frustration in her interview:
I just get so upset and it’s not fair that people can treat their land like that because
it affects all of us! Why [would] someone would do this? And yet all of the
advertising we hear when the basketball games are on is “We are the number one
famers and we take care of the environment because we live here and it’s our
future.” They say that, and those things about Farm Bureau and it’s funding, and
it’s a lie. I get so frustrated … I have had so many conversations, with many
different people this week- what can I do, me personally as a farmer and as a
person who has a very public track record of the work that I have done and the
opinions that I have…what do I have to do next in order to wake people up? I
don’t know that answer yet. That is one of the big things that I am seeking.
Abi described changes to the natural environment, which she attributes to human
behavior: “Well I do see most of our environmental problems are human-caused. Climate
change is brought about by humans.” The changes that she attributes to climate change
are those she and her farm guest’s catalog about migratory birds. She keeps a record of
the bird species that roost on their farm and stated that “birders” that visit her farm help
to construct a “farm bird” list:
[The greatest changes I have seen] I would say [are] migratory bird species. I
would say the range of some northern birds migrating, Snowy Owls are coming
father south, and Robins are here longer. We keep a list of farm birds and people
who are here or people who know more about birds than we do are often urban
individuals, who are visiting here… We get a fair number of birders who are able
to make those kinds of observations…
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Libby straddles both worlds when considering the farming practices that are

adhered to on her farm, however it is evident that she believes climate change is human
induced, as Abi attested to above. She and her husband farm an 1120-acre conventional
row crop and livestock farm, however the cattle and other livestock that they raise are
“natural and antibiotic free” and the crops they grow are non-GMO. Currently they direct
market antibiotic free, no hormone-added beef, pork, chicken, and grass-fed lamb. These
approaches to farming reflect concern for agricultures’ impact on the environment, and
may be related to her views on climate change and the environment, though this is not
made entirely clear. What is evident is her perspective on climate change and the lack of
concern for what she believes to be an important environmental crisis:
Well you know it wasn’t that many years ago that the Farm Bureau was just
shouting that it didn’t exist and that hypoxia wasn’t a problem that we were
contributing to, it was a problem in the Gulf and had nothing to do with farming
in Iowa. We just deny. All we care about is the yield and how much money we
make. It’s like the ethanol thing that is going on right now. Ethanol contributes so
much more toxins into the air than gasoline does; yet nobody talks about that. Part
of it is people don’t know part of it is the people they listen to are telling them that
it is not true or they are denying it. No, I don’t think we pay enough attention.
In her farming experience she has seen how agriculture has changed and links these
changes to economic incentives that do not take into account long term impacts on the
environment. In addition, Libby explained her experience with climate change in her
work on the farm, in relationship to summers growing hotter and drier, and expressed
fears that the lack of response to this will create more problems for the future:
Very dry summers. It is all going to be taken care of by genetically modified
seed, which then will impact the environment and we will develop more seeds to
grow anyway, and it almost seems true, but anyway. We don’t use genetically
modified, we never have. And the neighbor right across the road, same weather
patterns same soil types, does corn on corn on corn on corn and two years ago we
had a really bad drought. We had 206 bushels per acre and he had 77 [bushels per
acre]. I think the one thing that people don’t realize is that Round-Up is actually
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registered at the US Patent Office as an antibiotic. We are killing our soil and the
microbes that actually give us our soil fertility. And we have increased the amount
of Glyphosate that we can put on; three different times the Federal government
has allowed it to be increased.
Ultimately, she is attempting to minimize the impact of climate change on their

farming operation by applying fewer chemicals, utilizing rotation practices that benefit
the soil, and recently began use of cover crops. They also have been practicing no-till
since they began farming, an approach to farming that she states they have always
practiced that has nothing to do with a changing climate. However, it is clear here that her
views on the environment and agriculture’s relationship with the environment, influence
the practices that they use on their farm.
The analytical points that can be derived from the experiences of women farmers
is the acceptance of the human impact on the environment, especially in terms of the
methods that are used in farming. The impression that we are left with is an awareness of
the power that they weld in working the land in terms of the environmental impacts as
well as the impression that the women included here do not see themselves as exempt
from altering the natural world in negative and unsustainable ways. Therefore, we can
draw connections between the farming practices that are followed, in general, and their
perceptions of climate change as an ecological crisis that is having a direct affect on their
farming. It is this practical and political acceptance of climate change and the causes of
climate change that guide, inform, and motivate “believers” in their farming.
As stated earlier, another assessment of women farmer’s perceptions of climate
change is discussed in terms of how women entered into farming. For the women in this
research, there are two distinct points of origin for women entering into farming that can
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be tied to the type of farming that they engage in: women who enter into farming as an
occupation or return to farming are more often farming in alternative agriculture as in the
case for all 19 women farming using alternative, sustainable or organic practices. Women
who have been farming since they were children, married a farmer, and continued to farm
near the community where they grew up are largely all farming using conventional
practices. Tomato farmer Jackie, who herself returned to her family farm in Iowa to help
with a sick parent realized her passion is growing food. The farming that took place on
the family farm since 1944 was conventional farming, though her grandparents did have a
“victory garden” which she states was a product of the time. Ultimately, her return to
farming was influenced by her family’s experience with farming, but her approach to
farming reflects a connection to local foods and sustainable farming practices that also
shape her perceptions of climate change. Jackie entered into farming while working as an
insurance agent. She describes this process and the challenges she faces working in an
industry directly affected by a changing climate:
I was working full time as an insurance agent, growing vegetables on the side, and
then I took six months to kind of learn what a business plan was-- basically how
to start the business off on the right foot. I didn’t even really think about how to
grow anything… [In terms of climate change] the real ticket is unpredictability.
In terms of my actual practices, crop rotation is key for me. I don’t know if it’s a
derivative of climate per say but it has to do with a lot of pest management that
we have in the field. Crop rotation is absolutely key for me as a physiological
practice.
Jackie’s entrance into agriculture is unique, however does reflect the irregular
path that women often take when entering into alternative agriculture. This path is an
important one to understand as it can be tied to choosing to farm using sustainable and
organic practices, a choice that can reflect disenfranchisement with conventional farming
practices. These choices may also be influenced by perceptions of climate change as a
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real and knowable ecological event driven in the past 30 years, largely by the behavior of
human beings, with grave consequences to small-scale alternative farmers.
The connection that women are drawing between agriculture, human behavior,
and environmental change are directly related to how they perceive climate change
impacting their livelihood, their families, and their futures as farmers. This perception is
largely influenced by the first hand experience they have coping with the environmental
changes that are occurring, what some women refer to as preparing for the “extremes.”
Fifteen percent of alternative farmers, when asked what they felt were some of the
leading influences on perceptions of climate change, stated that a lack of science
education plays a significant role. For example, organic farmer Jodi summarized the
benefits of scientific knowledge on increasing awareness of climate change as well as
increasing the concern for an environmental crisis:
Maybe it’s a lack of education about how what we do affect our earth… it’s hard
to come through with a science degree without recognizing what an impact we
have… I think mainstream media…has so much power that if they are saying, no
we are not affecting our environment, then it’s really hard to argue that to
somebody who has no other source to go to, no other educational background
where they would say, oh I might question that, because I’ve learned that, you
know. And it depends on the population you’re talking about, there is some real
legitimate concern or there is a lack of concern or there is a lack of education.
Row crop, self-identified “flexatarian” farmer (one who uses both sustainable and
conventional farm practices) Lara shares some of Jodi’s concern for science illiteracy,
which she believes shapes personal beliefs about environmental changes. This lack of
knowledge often leads to short-sighted judgments about the impact that human begins
have on the environment and the role of agriculture in this process as well:
It is partly due to short term economic thinking. Like what is going to work best
for me right now. I think a lot of it has to do with science illiteracy; I think most
people just don’t understand the simplest things about what makes the world
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work; biology and weather and that water runs downhill. There are a lot of things
that people are really unable to think through because of poor science education.
So I think we make bad decisions because we don’t know any better. I don’t think
people do it intentionally or if they have information that shows there is a
problem, they don’t really see their part in the problem as being that big a deal. So
yes I have this gully here and it would be better if I didn’t have it, but it is just one
tiny little gully and it certainly can’t possibly matter… so we kind of live with it.
These cases are examples of women who are “believers” of climate change, and

provide first-hand knowledge of the negative impacts to small-scale agriculture. Some of
these women farm independently, while others farm in partnership but share a common
belief that climate change is directly affecting their farming. They offer decisive
statements that suggest they believe an ecological crisis is happening, is largely human
induced, and is an ecological crisis that requires political action. Furthermore, they argue
that adaption to a new normal is the only way to survive and thrive in the midst of
environmental chaos. They also suggest that a lack of scientific knowledge can be used to
explain little concern for an ecological crisis among farmers and the general public.
Finally, women who are among “believers” also challenge the practices utilized by
conventional agriculture and see the degradation of the environment indicative of the lack
of concern surrounding this approach to farming.

The Middle: “The Great Plains is a place of environmental extremes.”
Among the women in this research who expressed concern for climate change,
there is a unique case. Mary has worked as a ranch manager for several large ranches
throughout the upper Midwest; the largest was a 12000-acre ranch in South Dakota. She
stated that these ranches didn’t raise organic livestock, however several practiced what
she called “holistic grazing” practices. Other than that, their approaches to ranching were
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fairly traditional or conventional. In her experience as a ranch manager she indicated that
climate change has had an impact on the livestock industry, however approaches to
livestock management remained fairly conventional. She noted:
I lived in Iowa during the first of two 100-year floods within a three-year
period… The first year that I was in Nebraska it was the wettest year on record. I
think there was something like 50 inches of rain, and the yearly average is less
than 30 [inches] (laughs). That was pretty wild! I mean we had pastures that were
completely under water for months. The following summer was the big publicized
drought of 2012... It was the hottest summer on record since the Dust Bowl in
Nebraska. I was in Nebraska for two of the biggest environmental extremes they
have had in a century. It’s hard to call that coincidence (laughs). I moved to
South Dakota the following year and they had the worst blizzard they had in
living memory. I mean The Great Plains are a place of environmental extremes.
At the same time, if you are educated at all about the models that are going
around for what climate change is going to be doing for the weather for the Upper
Midwest, it is going to be more extreme. So, I don’t know, I don’t believe that’s
the only force at work but I think that if we ignore it it’s definitely at a lot of
people’s peril. I think there are more and more farmers waking up to that fact, I
really do. But even if they are not… At the same time they understand that it is
just smart business to modify their management strategies to be more adaptable to
weather events. They understand that very clearly.
It is obvious by Mary’s recollection of her work and experiences as a ranch
manager that climate change is having a real and dangerous impact in the livestock
industry. Though this is true, the practices on the ranches aren’t as clearly defined as
“environmentally sustainable” as other women have indicated in this research, and this
may have less to do with what she was helping to raise and more to do with the size of
the operations that she was working for. In addition, Mary’s environmental attitudes
could reflect what Brasier et al. (2014) identify as a role saliency hierarchy, where her
“roles” as a “farmer-operator, farm entrepreneur and farm worker-apprentice” (290)
explain her perceptions of climate change in more profound ways and situate her along
the middle area of the continuum. Thus, her experiences with environmental extremes are
evidence of how climate change is altering the work that she does, requiring innovative

	
  

137	
  

and “creative” methods for managing livestock, especially on the Great Plains, where she
states that weather events are “already extreme.”
Other women that are engaged with conventional agriculture define concern for
an ecological crisis a little differently than Mary, which is indicative of movement along
the continuum, distancing them from beliefs about anthropogenic climate change. Sam is
working as a conventional farmer who suggested the a lack of “farm knowledge” has
caused people to misunderstanding the relationship between farming and environmental
change:
I think as farmers we realize that we have to take care of the land in order to hand
it down to our kids and to the next generations. I think some of the people that are
most vocal about environmental changes are the least aware of what is really
going on. They are the least knowledgeable about what the practices are that are
being used to take care of the land. [Because of my relationship and work on the
land I] can see the changes in the growth [of the land] and how practices you do
improve problem areas that you have on the land.
Although she suggests a lack of farm knowledge shapes personal perceptions of farming
impacts on the environment, she stated that their approach to adapting to environmental
changes are somewhat different from other conventional neighbors:
We have always done it a little differently than a traditional conventional farmer
that is row crop, and row crop only. With the cattle as well, we plant winter
grasses that come up in the spring so we can turn our cattle out on that instead of
pastures right away as soon as the grass turns green. Not only that, we don’t have
to be hauling manure out of our cattle yards using extra fuel and extra ware on the
equipment. We keep them out on corn stocks throughout the winter and feed them
there and then the fertilizer is already out on the field rather than having to be
cleared out of the lots and hauled out onto the field. As livestock producers we
utilize the animal waste as fertilizer. We test the fertilizer, we test our fields and
that requires less fertilizer application for the growing season. We plant grass
strips to help prevent erosion, where we had some erosion problems and it kind of
too serves as drainage to filter the water before it heads down to the creek.
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The two farmers included in this subsection reflect movement away from clear

evidence of anthropogenic climate change, and characterize “the middle.” Among women
who populate the middle of the continuum are women who are practicing conventional
agriculture, however are altering their ranch and farming practices in practical ways to
adjust to environmental changes. The first case included in this section represents clearly
an understanding of the negative impacts that climate change is having on agriculture,
specially ranching, but reflects a mixed approach to agricultural practices. Mary speaks
eloquently about the changes that she has witnessed while working as a ranch manager
throughout the Upper Midwest, and agrees that climate change is taking place, however
she suggests that a changing climate isn’t “the only force at work” that is affecting
ranching but extremes that already exist in the Great Plains. However, she continues by
saying that the ecological crisis that is underway can’t be ignored, for if it is “it’s
[definitely] at a lot of people’s peril.” Mary’s position on the climate change continuum
is reflective of ranching practices that include a wide variety of methods, some that can
be categorized as “holistic and sustainable” while others are considered conventional.
Sam self-identities as a farm partner that is highly engaged with the farming and
believes that she and her husband are knowledgeable about how their farming practices
impact the environment. She supports this position by stating people who claim to
recognize environmental changes are often the least likely to be “working the land.” This
practical knowledge shapes how they approach work in their fields and with their cattle
herd. Brasier et al. (2014) suggest that the work women engage in on the farm is more
likely to reflect “multiple role identities that are ‘organized into a salience hierarchy
which determines the probability with which the identity will be invoked in any given
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situation or across a range of situations’” (288). It is the idea of “role saliency” that can
be used to explain how environmental attitudes are complicating women’s work on the
farm (or ranch); work that continues to be redefined as women are negotiating multiple
roles, such as “farm-wife-domestic partner, farm bookkeeper, and farm business partner”
all of which require different behaviors and actions associated with those behaviors
(Brasier et al. 2014:290). The next section isolates cases where women farmers weren’t
discussing climate change in terms of it’s impact on their farming, they also weren’t
employing specific adaptive practices, but found other ways to continue to support their
farming in the face of “cyclical” environmental change.

Deniers: “I’m not a big believer in the global warming issue.”
The women who identified as conventional farmers struggled to ascertain a
connection between problems they see in the environment as climate change and human
behavior, and largely denied that climate change was occurring. However, they stated
that they worked as stewards of the land with an understanding of the importance of
maintaining healthy land for future generations of farmers. Two women commented that
the land and the environment supported their livelihood thus required protecting.
Conventional farmer Debbie offers some insight into her farming experience and caring
for the land as a conservationist and farmer:
Well I think, you know a lot of the restrictions that we have are good for the
environment, I mean they wouldn’t be there if they weren’t. I mean I believe that
most farmers are good stewards of the land. They take care of it, they are not
spilling excessive fertilizer or chemicals or that type of thing. I get really upset
with people who think that we do not treat our animals humanely because that’s
our livelihood… You would scrounge your last bale of hay or you would sell
them before you starved any livestock. I mean it’s just not heard of around
here … people are very conscientious I think of clean air, clean water.
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In this case, concern for the environment is related to her role as a farmer working as a
“steward” of the land, something that is reflected in her conservation practices but not in
the methods used to farm the land. Her comments related to the environment and concern
for an environmental crisis were largely related to the size of the operation that she and
her husband worked, she even shared that they were awarded a conversation award for
the work that they do in maintaining the natural habitats surrounding their farm. She
included that this was an important responsibility for farmers and all farmers needed to
voluntarily invest in these practices, because it was good for the farm and their future as
farmers. The practices that Debbie outlines here are reflective of good conservation
practices, however they don’t translate into an acceptance of climate change. In this
regard, land conservation is an additional expectation of conventional farmers that is
largely separate from the farm operation. This may be used to explain the disconnect that
exists between conservation practices that are thought to be helpful to the environment
now and in the future, and the denial of climate change among the farmers included in
this research. Among these extreme cases, working the land is seen as fundamentally
separate from beliefs about the environment.
In the excerpt included below, we can see a denial of agriculture’s contributions
to environmental degradation by suggesting that it is not related to the farming that she is
participating in, but to “big ag”. She suggests that her “love and devotion to the land” is
absent among industrial farming. She stated that larger farm operations didn’t have this
commit and love for the land because it “wasn’t a way of life” for them. This is where
Debbie explained some of the problems that she sees with large farming operations, land
conservation and concern for the environment:
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So there are some drainage problems and there are some people that are cutting
out all the, cutting down the shelterbelts, and I think they are going to have to stop
and realize that if we would have had several dry years in a row, we would end up
with the dirty 30s again, nothing would stop that wind. So a lot of the farmers are
real conservationists, but there are some that have been land grabbers and I don’t
like to bash the Hutterite Colonies because I am very good friends with the
women down there and the men, but they have tended more to clear off the land
and drain the land and you know…. There are no pheasants around in any of their
places because there are no weeds, nothing to eat, you know? And so they
probably have been less conservationist than I would like to see, whereas the
small and medium-sized farmers have been more practical about keeping some
shelterbelts, that type of thing.

Impacts to the environment are directly related to farming practices and farm size that
Debbie discussed above, however she doesn’t relate this behavior directly to
anthropogenic environmental change, but to farm management and conservation
practices. This is a qualifying characteristic of the environmental changes that women
discussed as conventional farmers; farm practices that reflect maintaining the livelihood
and economic security of the farm. According to Debbie, farming is a way of life, her
way of life, her business and something that she has engaged in all of her life.
It is among conventional farmers that I found less of a discussion of how climate
change specifically is impacting their farming, but what some referred to as a “hazard of
the occupation”--being at the mercy of Mother Nature. The vast majority of conventional
farmwomen suggest that although there are more extreme weather events, these events
reflect a “cycle” of environmental changes that occur regardless of human activity and
alteration to the natural environment. They suggest that climate is changing but that
agriculture is not the culprit of this change; those who identify agriculture as the culprit
are “incorrect.” This again is reflective of a disconnect that emerged among conventional
farmers, the practices they used to farm the land and environmental concern. Of interest
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to this research is the fact that a “love for the land” didn’t necessarily mean a high level
of environmental concern but largely reflected a denial of an ecological crisis.
Conventional row crop and livestock farmer, Heather suggested that there is
“enough” environmental concern; sometimes too much concern for the environment but
this concern is often misguided:
Ohhh, yes I think there is plenty of concern but I don’t think it is in the right
direction. Well… like I think that the concern is placed on agriculture and I think
they are barking up the wrong tree on that. I mean I am not saying that we don’t
need to be held to high standards too, but I think that there are other places that
we don’t bark at so much because we don’t want that inconvenience of our life or
that convenience that we have, in our life taken away. Because if we bark too
much we might have to change that or it might cost us more, or that’s a
convenience that we don’t want to go away.
This sentiment is common among at least half the women who are farming
conventionally. In this section I focus on the experiences of three farmers that populate
the furthest rung of the continuum. Among these cases, there is a willingness to admit to
and identify environmental changes, but exemptionalism frames these environmental
arguments, and can be used to understand the disconnection between farming practices
and environmental concern. This is evident in Heather’s experience as a conventional
farmer, and what she has seen in her work on the land:
So there are some things that are very specific, environmental, but I don’t know
that I could say on a large scale that things are environmental. Things that I can
say are specifically environmental… seven years ago we moved onto an old farm
place. The guy that started the place, he would just drop his oil anywhere instead
of getting a bucket and properly disposing of it. And now that oil has leaked down
into the ground and when we use well water that we use for the cattle we can see
an oily [sheen] on the surface. And so like I said, we are probably not the only
place that has that, you know. And I think another thing, it’s like I said, is that
people can point their fingers every which way, that it is because of this that it is
so bitter cold right now, well okay, is it? There is no disputing that there is a
problem in the ozone, absolutely but how deep can we trace it. I think there are a
lot of opinions out there that get confused with fact.
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Another women farming conventionally shared similar views as Heather over the

concern for the environment and impacts of climate change on their farming.
Conventional farmer Rebecca states that in her 38 years of farming, a changing
environment is just part of a cycle that they go through. She and her husband practice notill, utilize cover crops, and limit the amount of chemicals spread on the soil in an attempt
to maintain the soil quality. However, as in the two cases discussed above, there is a
disconnect that exists between farming practices and concern for an ecological crisis. For
example, the practices that Rebecca utilizes on her farm do not reflect concern for climate
change but are practices that have been successful:
Back in the 90’s it was very, very wet, which was unusual for our area. The last
couple of years we have been a little on the drier order, in that we have been here
for 38 years and it is just part of the cycle. I don’t think you can blame it on what
we are doing to the environment or not or anything with the climate. Yeah, I don’t
know. They tell us that we are doing things to our environment and I am sure we
are to a certain degree, but the swing in cold patterns and weather patterns, wet
dry, you know that’s been for years. That is just part of life, and you can make
what you want out of it. You know, a lot of them will say that we’re destroying
something there, the ozone layer or whatever, but I don’t know…There would be
less dirt and dust blowing around [if more people practiced no-till]. Whether or
not that has any effect on weather or climate, I don’t know, but I think that we are
doing something good… To us, it makes sense.
In general, the sentiment expressed above reflects a split from farming practices
and perceptions of climate change. In Rebecca’s experience, these practices simply
“make sense” but do not reflect an over concern for an environmental crisis nor are these
measures that are being taken to minimize the impact of climate change on their farm,
they are just techniques that have proven to be effective and profitable in the Midwest.
Long time conventional row crop and livestock farmer, Debbie described similar
experiences but differentiated her farm from larger corporate run farms where there is
less “love for the land.” However she doesn’t relate an authentic love for the land to
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concern or belief in climate change or what she referred to as “global warming.” In this
case she doesn’t believe climate change is having an impact on agriculture, what is
impacting agriculture are the poor choices and practices of other farmers:
You know, I am not a big believer in the global warming issue. I guess I have a
little trouble with that, you know, with the way we had a cool wet spring. You
know it’s hard to, the long term, the people that are studying that I am sure know
a lot more about that than I do, but as far as air quality, I think South Dakota has
some of the finest air quality, so I don’t see an issue with that. [I am] a little bit
concerned about the drainage issue, erosion type, I don’t think that is going to
happen in my lifetime. I am 61 years old… and it’s going to be farther down
the road if people don’t take care of the land. That’s the harm I think in large
corporate farms, is you don’t have that love for your land that you would if you
were brought up with it, if you had bought it, you worked hard for it, you’ve
improved it. I worry about that more than anything as large corporate farms
take over, because it’s happened with hogs, dairy, feeder cattle, [and] poultry.
The “denier” position on the climate change continuum is exemplified in the
above excerpt. The common thread that runs throughout the farmers included at the
“denier” end of the continuum is a disconnect between the work that they perform on the
farm (identity), the practices that they champion, and concern for an ecological crisis.
This is where Brasier et al.’s (2014) role saliency hierarchy can be used to explain the
breakdown of Pearson’s (1979) singular farmer identity model. Brasier et al.’s (2014)
role hierarchy suggests that the activities associated with adapting to climate change
don’t align with conventional farmer’s identities as well as their freedom to make
independent farm related decisions.
Throughout this section, I have included examples of women farmer’s farming
practices, experiences with what they identify as an environmental crisis, and how these
experiences shape their perceptions of climate change. A consistent measure of their
perception of climate change is the type of farming that they are assisting with or directly
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engaged in and their autonomy in farm related decision-making. However, women
farmer’s perceptions of climate change aren’t as predictable as one might anticipate but
can best be summarized along a continuum that reflects a variety of experiences, farming
practices, and to some extent the process of gender role socialization that shapes
women’s relationship to the land in complicated ways.
The next section includes the analysis of climate change adaption methods that
women are using in their farming practices and how they differ based on their position on
the continuum. Farm practices become the focus of women’s perceptions of climate
change, thus will be used to describe how women are adapting to climate change.

Adapting to Climate Change
Thus far, I have discussed where women fall on the climate change continuum
based on their farming practices and their farming identities. This next section outlines
the adaption methods that women are using in both alternative and conventional
agriculture to illustrate how farming practices are linked to perceptions of climate change
therefore the adaption methods that farmers select for their operation. What I found
among women who are farming in alternative, sustainable and organic agriculture is an
acceptance of climate change, moreover actions that are reflective of beliefs surrounding
ecological changes currently transforming how they are farming. In these cases women’s
farming practices reflect their authority in the decision-making that shapes their
operation, how these practices reflect environmental attitudes and therefore the
adaptation methods used on the farm.
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Alternative Agriculture: “We haven’t had meadowlarks here for probably 15 to18 years,
and then last year we had our first meadowlark.”
This section focuses on the adaption methods that women farming in alternative,
sustainable or organic agriculture use to adapt to climate change. The adaption methods
applied on these farms represent the greatest diversity of adaption methods included in
this research, and signify women who are considered “believers” in climate change.
Nineteen women have identified as engaging in sustainable, alternative or organic
farming; over half of the women included in this sample are returning to farm, are highly
educated, and make the majority of farming related decisions (Brasier et al. 2014).
Brasier et al. (2014) research provides a template for understanding the wide variety of
roles that women perform on the farm and how these roles differ based on how women
self-identify with the farming that they are engaged in (Brasier et al. 2014). Brasier et
al.’s (2014) use if identity theory suggests that self-identification of a farming identity
and the power of a role “salience hierarchy” shape the decision-making that occurs on the
farm and women’s position in this process (Brasier et al. 2014:288).
This research magnifies the plurality of roles that women have in farming and is a
needed expansion to farmer identity research as the demographics of this industry are
steadily changing (Brasier et al. 2014). Brasier et al.’s (2014) research has helped to
inform the use of identity typologies, where Pearson’s (1979) identity research falls short
of being able to establish how identity (i.e. independent producer, farm partner, farm
helper and farm homemaker), and perceptions guide adaptive practices to address climate
change.
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Kasey is a self-identified farm wife, however her involvement in the farm

shouldn’t be understated. She described how they have seen unprecedented weather
patterns that have had negative impacts on their farming and forced them to change how
they farm. She included several ways in which they are adapting to these changes on their
farm and the positive impacts this is having on the natural habitat that encircles their
farm:
We restored a 30-acre wetland. One of the reasons we wanted to come back here
to this farm is because we knew it had so much potential for waterfowl, so we
restored that wetland. We had a few pairs of Tundra swans in that wetland in the
spring. When we planted our pastures, we tried to use a really diverse mix of
plants so we have perenniality. We have a constant cover on the ground. We don’t
want brown soil. We’re producing our own power…We put out a 10KW turbine,
and so we are actually exporting power onto grid. When we bought this farm,
those three acres of orchard…We looked around at all this standing dead wood
and said, “What are we going to do with it,” and we decided we were going to
heat our house with it. So, we haven’t bought any fossil fuel [in seven years], and
we’ve been using that standing dead wood to heat our house and our hot water.
Also, in terms of climate change, we are definitely a net carbon sink.
The use of perennials as an adaption method to climate change is common among
women farmers who are utilizing alternative farming practices, and perceive climate
change as having real and negative consequences on their farming. In addition, these
approaches also suggest that they are attempting to mitigate their long-term impact on the
climate and the natural environment. Four women suggest that perennial coverage, fruit
bearing trees and bushes are a valuable and effective approach that they are utilizing to
adapt to climate change. Organic farmer Kristal is approaching adapting to climate
change similarly to Kasey:
[W]e have about 8 or 10 acres of trees and we are going to utilize the grove as
part of our grazing and to just reestablish some trees that are a little more diverse
and more tolerant of the conditions that are here and are actually food producing.
We are probably going to get some hazelnuts, [and] do a few fruit bearing trees.
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Vegetable farmer Kari also suggested that perennial coverage is an important and
effective way of adapting to climate change that will also be profitable and require less
maintenance.
I am looking at perennial crops that you don’t have to baby every year, that you
are going to be more tough more resilient. Um, that’s something that I want to do
out at the farm here, and things that are different that we are not used to in this
area, I was thinking about Coronilla and Cherry Dogwood. Did you know there is
a dogwood that produces a fruit that we can eat? There you go!
Long time organic farmer Abi shared her experience with the benefits of perennializing
her farm:
Our adaptation has been primarily to perennialize. There is more resilience in
perennialization, and then seeking to capture as much water here as possible
rather then to send off as much water as possible. And by having perennial cover
we know it protects soil but we are able to harvest sunlight- that free source of
energy over a longer period of time during the year.
In these cases, women are utilizing perennial coverage to protect their land, to provide a
resilient method of food production, all of which are identified as adaption methods
utilized by women farming in alternative agriculture.
Another frequently discussed adaption method is constructing hoop houses or
high tunnels to grow crops. Women who are farming small-scale alternative agriculture
identified the importance of using hoop houses or high tunnels to extend the growing
season in the unpredictable weather in the Upper Midwest. Four women in particular are
using high tunnels currently in their operation and state that they implemented them as a
means of adapting to the “weird” and unpredictable weather that they have encountered.
Though this is the case, one major obstacle with the use of high tunnels is the cost of
building them. Organic farmer Tammy has built several high tunnels with the support of
a Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) grant and plans to build more:
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I have four hoop houses. Every year, except this year I have added a hoop house.
My first year, my husband converted a carport kit, and maybe that cost me twogrand for him to put that together. That is now used for my herb garden but it is
also my spring potting area. And then I got an NRCS grant to put up a 30 by 72
foot high tunnel. That was so positively impactful. We bought a used high tunnel
that was a green house, and I went and tore it down and the following year we put
that up. We made it shorter; it was originally 30 by 72… so we knocked it down
to five feet, so we made it 30 by 60. That was a very positive, basically that high
tunnel paid for itself in one year! I had a really successful crop in there and then
in 2012, I put up a 30 by 96 foot high tunnel and then this past year I realized I
was marginally being able to optimize what was in there. I kind of bit off more
than I could chew… I hope to put up another big high tunnel this fall. I don’t
know if I will be able to afford to do it, but I have a goal for four big high tunnels
so I can have my crop rotation in there.

Using high tunnels to adapt to climate change is an important resource that women
farming can utilize to help optimize their crop yields, however the cost of high tunnels
may limit the number of tunnels that a farmer will be able to build. This is critical as high
tunnels are proving to be an effective may to “manipulate the environment” without
damaging the environment. Vegetable farmer Kari suggested that high tunnels are the
“key” to success:
Major environmental changes whether it’s water or heat, you know, those are the
two things, temperature and water. They are the big things, and I think high
tunnels are going to be a key to help manipulate that environment a little bit. I
mean obviously keeping, you know, getting things started earlier, because like
this year, I didn’t have one, I am waiting on the weather to allow me to plant
outside, psss, there goes my whole spring season, gone! What are you going to
do? There are no subsidies (laughs). And your customers still want stuff. So that’s
a big thing.
In this example, we see that high tunnels would have prevented Kari from losing her
spring crop, a benefit that sustainable farmer Louise identifies in her use of high tunnels
on her farm. High tunnels allow for her to keep cool her “cool weather crops” and extend
her growing season throughout the year. Jessica has had a similar experience with high

	
  

150	
  

tunnels as effective ways of adapting to unstable weather patterns that are the result of
climate change:
So we have to be very adaptable, high tunnels is a good explanation of some of
them, they extend your growing season, for what is a short growing season here.
But number two; there is a lot more control for protecting our crops. We want to
put in a couple more high tunnels as soon as we can. We are going to put in a
greenhouse as soon as we can so that we can develop our own stuff, and not be at
the mercy of what may happen environmentally… it’s a huge issue.
Among women farming in alternative agricultures, the use of high tunnels is a
necessary adaption method applied on their farms. High tunnels have proven to be an
effective way of extending the growing season, protecting crops, allowing farmers to
regulate the environment at some level, and optimize production in an unpredictable
environment. Where these high tunnels have been successful are among women who can
afford to utilize this adaptation method on their farm. Another important and in some
cases, costly adaption to climate change is water capture.
Three women working in alternative agriculture noted that water conservation and
water capture techniques were important to their farming. Farmers indicated that they
were going to dig a well to address water issues on their farms, while others relied on drip
tape irrigation to improve the control they have over water application, while others use
large barrels to catch water in the spring that they could then use on their fields
throughout the summer when rain is more scarce. All of these methods were identified as
ways of adapting to climate change and where individuals suggested that water
conservation is critical for small-scale farmers.
Organic farmer Kristal echoes the concern for water capture as well as water
conservation; she laughed at herself as she described the importance of water and
preparing for the future of her farm:
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Yes, I would say that it’s, yes, we were just saying the other day, are we like
preparing for the end of the world? (laughs) Are we like those goofy people? And
we’re like, kind of! I mean but it just seems like because, years ago, haha we
should probably be more self-sufficient out here, dig a well, haha, but now were
like, yes, we should! And we are actually planning to dig, and get a well. But
that’s more to help with livestock because now it’s all rural water. We’re all on
rural water so it’s expensive if we are using a lot of water, but it’s durt cheap
right now.
Water capture and conservation is a serious issue among women in this research

and is something that many are working to improve their ability to have access to water
and to effectively apply the water that they do have. For organic farmer Amy, water
conservation is incredibly important in her farming, especially as she faced shutting down
her farm the pervious year due to unprecedented heat and drought:
[W]e actually do drip irrigation underneath for water conservation, so we practice
really intense water conservation. […] The way we do it actually is we plant
into the plastic and the lines underneath keeps that moisture in the soil and it
doesn’t evaporate as quickly. So we actually use way less water than somebody
who just does overhead irrigation. [A]nother thing we are planning to do is, we
are on municipal water here, but we are planning to add a well, and we are going
to be irrigating, setting up irrigation systems also for our field crops. Just in case,
um, if we have another incident like last year, we want to be prepared, that if a
drought comes we can still grow food. [W]e want to be prepared for that. […]We
are concerned more about drought you know. If there is a flood you can drain
your property somewhat, if there is no rain, there’s nothing you can do, but be at
the mercy of… You know if you think about it, what would happen if we went
into three years where there was no rain and we could produce no food? I mean it
would cost… it would be catastrophic.
Other adaption methods that women are using in their farming include
diversifying crops, introducing livestock to their farming operation while others include
high level technology such as a “hydroponic fodder system” which is a soilless growing
system. For organic farmer Jodi, plant variety is an important method used to adapt to
climate change, something she is constantly planning for in her farming:
Well we definitely pay attention a lot to the variety of crops that we plant and
things, you know, we have to have… take for example the crop broccoli, there
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are tons of varieties of broccoli, and we spend a lot of time choosing particular
varieties of broccoli that will stand a cold spring and then heat right after that and
will still develop heads and we are still working on this. That means this year we
have lost, there were a couple of crops that just folded right away because they
went through a late cold frost and they didn’t… we didn’t pick that variety very
well. So we have to constantly be thinking about varieties that can take these big
fluctuations in temperature and weather and rain, and um, you need to think more
carefully about if you are going to have the rains, as I mentioned before, be
cognizant of where you are planting.

In other cases, women are adjusting their farming practices as they monitor the health and
longevity of their livestock. In several cases rotational grazing was mentioned especially
among farmers who are raising unique livestock such as Bison. For Georgia her work
with Bison is evident of a specific adaption method in her farming that are both beneficial
for her animals and for the environment:
And so, I’ve seen an improvement. Also, because we’ve flipped what was at one
point corn, beans…and I’m not derogatory on those…but it was a rough margin
of land. You know, rocky. We’re on rock bluffs above the Mississippi and we
split that into pasture and a lot of the acreage around it into hayfields and we
selected forbs and grasses that had deep roots, so even though we were in a
severe drought in 2012 and moderate drought this past year, we still had sufficient
pasture and hay. It’s planning for some of that and taking some of the holistic
management attitudes to assist the environment as well as your farm income, [so]
that we’re not having to go out and buy hay.
In these cases adapting to climate change has become a requirement for many women
farmers in the Upper Midwest, and these adaption methods have produced some positive
results. New livestock farmer Nora shares similar views as Bison farmer Georgia and her
approach to livestock management and restoring the natural environment:
[Climate change is a big part of what we think about] with what we want to do
with our farm and how we want to farm. It’s a big part of why we are drawn to
raising animals and feeling really strongly about it, especially in a northern place,
that they can be on the landscape in a positive way and, I am really excited to see
the potential for using animals to manage prairie in a positive way in combination
with burning. You know that’s the way prairies were managed for so many years
and we are building up soil and feed of topsoil. I do think it is possible for us to

	
  

153	
  
use our big brains and figure out how to do that again and in a way that is also
beneficial for us and our [dependence on] food.
For one woman adapting to climate change began many years ago when they and

their families began farming. In these cases, it was necessary to change how farming was
taking place on their farms, as a changing environment required them to do so. As a result
of modifying their farming practices they have seen some positive results on their farm
and the land surrounding it. Cathleen direct markets the meat that is raised on their farm
and shared her experience with adapting to environmental changes, but indicates that
such changes may or may not have been related to climate change, a process that began
with the pervious generation in the 1980s:
We [had] changed how we farmed back when it was just my father-in-law and my
mother-in-law. We changed how much tilling we did and how we planted and
now we’ve moved into the organic farming. The birds have come back here.
That’s the one big thing that I’ve noticed, that we’ve had more birds. We’ve seen
a bald eagle. We have a bald eagle or two that come back in the spring and fly
overhead. They perch in our grove for a day and then they continue north a little
bit further up toward a lake area. It’s beautiful to watch. We’re also seeing
different colored birds that we never saw when we first moved out here 13 years
ago. You’re all of a sudden seeing things that you didn’t see before. The coyotes
are coming back, but that’s actually a scary thing, seeing more and more coyotes.
And so you wonder if that’s a climate change-type thing where, you know, one is
taking over the other because of environmental reasons.
In conclusion, women farmers are adapting to climate change in several ways that
are significant. They include, farmers who are perennializing their land, which allows for
less maintenance and the necessary “resiliency” that changing weather patterns require.
Other women are focusing on water conservation and water capture as significant ways in
which they adapt to climate change. While other women are diversifying their farm
operation as a way to “spread out risk” and still maintain a viable operation. Some of the
greatest challenges that are unique to small-scale alternative agriculture is the cost of
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adaptation, especially when implementing hoop houses or high tunnels and irrigation
systems, however several women indicate that there are grants available to support these
endeavors, specifically high tunnels, to be worth the investment. Finally, women are
utilizing livestock in unique ways while using rotational grazing patterns that help not
only to restore wildlife areas but are beneficial for the livestock and the soil itself.
Women working in conventional agriculture identified ways that they were adapting to
climate change, however they were less specific and were largely identified as
conservational practices, which included maintaining shelterbelts, CRP land, water
conservation, and recycling.
In summary, women farmers are adapting to climate change in ways that have
proven to be beneficial for their operation, the environment, and for future generations of
farmers. These adaptive practices reflect farmer identities, such as Brasier et al.’s (2014)
primary operator and partner identities. Women who hold the “primary operator” status
directly impact the decisions being made on the farm (Brasier et al. 2014:290); they are
more likely to apply adaptation methods indicative of this status on the farm. The
majority of the women working in alternative agriculture fit this characteristic.

Conventional Agriculture: “That nature, what we get to do, and the resources we get to
do it with, is a gift.”
Adapting to climate change would imply that those doing the adapting believe
that climate change is occurring and as a result are changing how they are farming. This
conclusion is challenging to draw among women who self-identify as conventional
farmers. However, it is important to note that among this group there are three women in
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particular who utilize a mix of farming and ranching approaches that don’t fully reflect
conventional practices or alternative, but fall into a gray area in terms of being able to
categorize their farming practices. For example, Mary has worked as a ranch manager for
a 12,000-acre operation in South Dakota. In one case she suggested that adapting to
climate change was a necessary part of being able to survive in ranching, especially given
the multiple 100-year storms that hit the Midwest in 2012, however this doesn’t mean
that they are. She suggested that one particular approach to adjusting to these changes
and to minimizing the impact of climate change was a method of rotational grazing that
reflected a more “holistic” approach to ranch management. Mary self-identification as an
independent rancher, and her beliefs about climate change don’t entirely reflect the
ranching that she was helping to manage.
In another case, Lara is also working as an independent producer and her farming
practices reflect a mix of approaches to which she states that can’t be considered certified
organic because she applies chemicals like Round Up to address specific weed issues, but
she also doesn’t fit in as a conventional farmer either. Overall, Lara’s decision to utilize
mostly sustainable practices, such as cover crops, crop rotation and resisting fungicide
use reflect her awareness of an ecological crisis, like climate change. However, this mix
of approaches positions her in somewhat of an ambiguous position on the continuum,
where she indicated that climate change is impacting her farming, but she is less clear as
to how. Although this is the case she is responding to these changes through the use of
conservation practices that improve water capture, restore wildlife habitats, and minimize
risk:
I’m trying to figure out how I can plant pollinator habitats like permanent prairie
habitats because we are definitely seeing pollinator problems…and once again it
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is probably going to involve some Round Up. I installed a wetland in one of my
fields, which was probably one of my more productive fields, but I was able to
capture about 85 percent of the water that runs off of my farm goes through that
wetland… Generally if you are doing well for water, you are doing [well] for soil
too.

Other important steps that Lara is applying in her farming include diversifying the crops
that she is planting, a process reflective of how she is planning for an unpredictable
growing season and responding to climate change:
I would say at this point most of the things I do reflect my concern about water
quality and conservation. Things that have to do with climate change are a little
bit harder to figure out. I would say that they are probably not that transferable to
the neighbors. For example, I might plant five kinds of broccoli instead of three,
as a way to sort of minimize and disperse risk. I plant oats every spring. We don’t
try to combine them as oats because they almost always get ruined by some kind
of rain event, a big storm or another thing in July. So we cut them early as hay. I
would say that I have employed fewer strategies to deal with climate change
because I don’t know what I should do other than spread out my risk. That is the
best thing I can think of and it saves on time too.
In Libby’s case, she and her family have been farming the same area for six
generations. She and her husband are self-identified conventional row crop farmers who
grow non-GMO corn as well as soybeans, oats and alfalfa. They also have a cow calf
heard that they raise free of antibiotics, in addition to antibiotic free pork, chicken, turkey
and grass-fed lamb. When asked if they are finding ways to adapt to climate change, she
stated:
We did some more cover crops. We have always rotated, but we don’t raise
enough to have an actual three-way rotation. It is mostly corn, soybeans, and
then oats, and alfalfa, but the oats and alfalfa of the 1120-acres, it’s probably only
70 [acres]. We do no-till. We have done that for ages, but it isn’t because of
climate change. [Some other adaption methods include] dividing out pastures into
paddocks so the grass has a little more chance to grow then it used to. Well, you
know you try to cut down on your electric use and your fuel use; less trips across
the field and things like that.
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This is a good example of the adaption methods that are applied by conventional farmers;
however reflect practices that distance them from tired and true conventional farming
practices. There again, the adaption methods used on their farm reflect an acceptance and
understanding of climate change.
Conventional farmers Sam, Rebecca, Debbie, and Heather all farm in South
Dakota and apply conventional only techniques in their farming. These farm operations
range in size from as small as 500-acres to as large as 5000-acres. This group of women
is least likely to identify specific adaption methods, and the chance of this becomes even
smaller the larger the operation is. For example, Sam indicated that she and her husband
run their 500-acre operation a little differently than other traditional row crop farmers.
She suggested this because they do things like “plant winter grasses” and put their cows
on the fields to graze while simultaneously fertilizing the soil. In addition, she states that
they “don’t do a lot of fall tillage which a lot of row crop farmers do. I don’t know if we
have taken any more steps than that.” There methods of adaption are minimal but reflect
at least, recognition of climate change and the impact they perceive it having on their
farm. For farmer Rebecca, the changes in practice that they have made on their farm
don’t reflect a concern for climate change, but reflect increased access to farm knowledge
and the notion that certain practices are more profitable than others:
The no-till has come from our son. He has been managing a research farm in the
area. We have attended the clinics and that is where the no-till and cover crops
idea came from. The cover crop will catch the moisture and snow and hold it
through the winter. If you do certain kinds of cover crops like the radishes, peas
an turnips; they are high in nitrogen. Therefore, when it comes spring you hit it
with Round Up and it will decay and that puts the nitrogen back in to the ground.
You don’t have to come with fertilizer. You can just no-till right into the ground
with corn or beans. To us, it makes sense.
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The changes that Rebecca refers to on her farm reflect a desire to improve farming
practices, however do not reflect a growing concern for an environmental crisis such as
climate change. This is also evident in the approach that Debbie and her husband utilize
on their 2500-acre farm. When asked about how she and her husband might be changing
their farming practices to account for a changing climate, she suggested that their reliance
on technology has provided them with the tools they need to mitigate their impact on the
environment:
Well I think our technology and the stuff that we are using, you know, the green
start in tractors and the row command in the planters and the different ways you
apply chemicals… and we are as much no till [as we can be] more than we ever
used to be because we are strong believers in the residue and usefulness of that.
We don’t feed out large herds of cattle so we don’t have a lot of manure to hall,
but when we pumped [milked cows] we did, and we were always careful about
where we apply that with run-off. We had a containment wall through our pile,
and so I think you know, we have tried to be goods stewards and I hope that we
have fulfilled that, because we are a real strong faith family, we are a strong
Catholic family and we have always believed that what God has given us we need
to take care of and not use it up (laughs).
The mechanization of agriculture has created a disconnect that may be used to account
for a lack of concern over climate change among women farming in conventional
agriculture. However, there is a concern for the environment in general and this concern
is framed using key works like “steward” or having a “love” for the land. In addition,
“conservation” practices are emphasized as a measure of concern for the environment,
however this concern doesn’t generally manifest itself in farming practices. This is
evident in the farming experiences that Heather has had and how she and her husband are
trying to improve how the land is used. Although this is the case, she is committed to her
belief that too much concern about the environment is directed unnecessarily at farmers.
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When asked what she is doing to change their environmental practices on the farm she
stated:
You know anything that we can recycle we do, like when we change oil in our
tractors and fuel filters and stuff. We dump it out, hull it up to the scrap iron place
and they recycle it. We try to do that, just cleaning stuff up, taking it somewhere
that someone else is going to use it or get something out of it. Obviously we don’t
dump our oil all over the ground but I think in the long term we think a lot about
like zoning the ground so the capability of the ground is used instead of pouring
all this fertilizer in this ground that is never going to use it.
She goes onto explain their approach to farming and how her approach is a more
responsible method of land management, reflective of an awareness of the impact they
can have on the environment:
There is so much more information out there that we know this is the better way
to do it and I think a lot of it too is kind of driven by greed and so especially in the
last few years with grain markets it’s been driven a lot that way. But we really
look at it as are you really getting ahead if you put corn on this ground that is only
going to produce 20 bushels an acre or should you think about a different crop
that is better for the environment. So it drives our decisions...We treat [the land]
like it’s a gift and we take care of that gift.
In summary, conventional farmers discussed the use of conservation practices
such as the maintenance of shelterbelts, CRP land, and native grassland restorations as
methods that they rely upon to protect the land, however, they didn’t draw a connection
between these practices and adapting to climate change on their farm land. With the
exception of Mary and Lara, conventional farmers largely work in partnership with their
husbands, and their decision-making roles on the farm may be usurped by the decisions
of the male farmer largely because of the gender division of labor in agronomic farm
operations (Brasier et al. 2014). However, as Brasier et al. (2014) point out, these
partnerships are more equal than they have ever been, reflective of the changing structure
and demographics of farming. These changes may account for some of the adaption
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methods used here, as women who have more power in decision making are applying
more adaption methods, as is seen in the case of Lara. Moreover, a reliance on
technology to mitigate impacts of farming on the environment is referenced in one case,
and reflects the disconnection that farmers experience in terms of their relationship with
the environment. Other women stated that they utilized practices like no-till, cover crops,
crop rotation and rotational grazing, but theses are categorized as “good” farming
practices but aren’t used to describe ways in which they are adapting to climate change.
What these practices do represent is the separation of farming practices from
environmental attitudes, where preserving the environment is something that occurs when
the farm work is done.
Women are identifying a complex relationship with the environment, which is
reflective of the multiplicity of roles that women hold on the farm (Brasier et al. 2014),
however this relationship is under strain as women attempt to redefine their positions on
the farm and account for environmental concerns in their work. The climate change
perception continuum demonstrates this complex relationship as women who are farming
in alternative agriculture cluster around the believer end of the continuum, also tend to
work as primary operators on their farm, which provide them with greater autonomy in
their decision-making, a key characteristic of Brasier et al.’s (2014) identity model.
Therefore, at the denier end of the continuum are women who farm in conventional
agriculture and hold the status of partner on the farm (Brasier et al. 2014), and as a result
of agrarian ideology (Allen and Sachs 2007), experience less authority in farm related
decision-making. In addition, this is compounded by the belief that farming practices are
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separate from environmental practices, altering women’s perceptions of climate change
and adaption methods.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Drawing on standpoint theory and situated knowledge, this research set out to
answer the question: How have women farmer’s identities changed over time, and if so
what impact has that had on their decision-making and farming practices? Additionally,
how do women use unique networks for support in their work in a patriarchal field? How
does women farmers recognition of climate change impact how they farm? The answer to
these questions is complex and reflective of the multiple roles women engage with in
agriculture, and their autonomy as decision-makers, a relationship among these variables
that reflects how women farm (Brasier et al. 2014).

Changing Identity
Women farmers identities have changed overtime to include greater autonomy,
emphasis on equality in the labor they engage in on the farm; farming identities have also
changed to reflect women in leadership roles in alternative, sustainable and organic
agriculture. Not only are women holding leadership positions in these subset of
agriculture but they are reshaping conventional farming and redefining the work that they
perform on the farm, especially as we see young women entering into agriculture with
agricultural related degrees and educational backgrounds. In general, women are working
more independently and when they do so they represent this small group that is beginning
to alter how farming has been traditionally represented, though they often face pushback
in the form of delegitimizing the type of farming that they engage in (Trauger et al.
2010).
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Women farming in conventional agricultural usually do so in partnerships with

their husband. They too are witnessing some changes in their farming identity, though
these changes are less extreme and reflect women moving into business partnerships, and
less likely to challenge agrarian ideology, but are emboldened in their support for the
family farm (Devine 2013). Brasier et al.’s (2014) research demonstrates how the social
construction of gender has altered to account for the plurality of roles that women are
playing on the farm; roles that include a mix of farm labor, domestic responsibilities, and
off farm work (Brasier et al. 2014). Furthermore, Brasier et al. (2014) argue that there are
two primary farm identities: “primary operator and partner” (300). They go onto describe
that within these two main farming identities are seven “salient” roles that emerged from
their data (Brasier et al. 2014:289). These roles include “farmer or primary farm operator,
farm entrepreneur, farm worker-apprentice, farm bookkeeper, farm business partner, farm
wife-domestic partner, and worker professional” (290). In addition, they are more likely
to face role conflict as they work to maintain their equal partner status on the farm while
also maintaining their roles within the domestic sphere. For example, Heather, Sam and
Donna who farm conventionally in partnership with their husbands, each stated very
distinctly that they see themselves as true farmers in equal partnerships because they can
do all of the same work on the farm as their husbands (See Trauger et al. 2010). Brasier et
al.’s (2014) research also supports this notion and state that farming partnerships among
women and men are more egalitarian than they have ever been. However women farming
in partnership were also quick to note that their domestic responsibilities are largely
theirs alone, something that hasn’t entirely changed in the gendered work that is
accomplished in the private sphere. Moreover, women have to figure out how to balance
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this responsibility with their altered roles on the farm (and in the public sphere). Heather,
Sam and Kristal have young children, and both stress that there are certain times of year
in agriculture where being a farmer and a mother conflict in ways that complicate their
ability to do both effectively.
The results of Brasier et al’s (2014) research suggest that women’s farmer identity
“farm partner” most reflects the identity of women’s roles on the farm as “farm wifedomestic partner,” this finding also supports the findings of my research. This is another
example of the changing roles and expectations of women engaged in agricultural
production. Their success at quantifying farming identity typologies is useful for survey
research, however the addition of qualitative interviews shaped by standpoint theory and
situated knowledge could further clarify women’s changing roles in agriculture, and keep
with a feminist agenda of research that begins with the lives of women (Harding 1991).

Identities and Decision-making
Far and away the greatest determinant of women’s changing identities on the farm
is the authority they hold with relationship to decisions about the operation of the farm.
Situated knowledge provides a framework upon which Pearson’s (1979) identity
typologies were applied to describe women’s proximity to agricultural production. It was
in this process that we discovered that Pearson’s (1979) identity typologies still largely
define the work that women are performing on the farm, however Brasier et al.’s (2014)
application of identity theory demonstrates the ways in which women’s identities and
roles on the farm are highly complex and cannot be reduced to a singular category. The
multiplicity of farming identities found in the Brasier et al.’s (2014) study was also
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reflected among the participants. Therefore, Brasier et al.’s (2014) approach to describing
the multiplicity of farmer identities is best suited to describe the work that women are
engaging in on the farm, the farm practices or labor that they engage with, and thus can
be used to better understand women’s perceptions of climate change. Women’s
perceptions of climate change reflect the plurality of roles they perform on the farm; roles
that are directly associated with the type of farming that is taking place on the farm and
the autonomy with which they direct the farming practices.
For example, the fact that women who believe in anthropogenic climate change
are more likely to farm organically, are also more likely to own and operate their farm
independently; have purchased the land; have higher levels of education, and return to
rural to farm. Their work aligns with Brasier et al.’s (2014) “primary operator” identity
whose roles include a wide variety of farm specific labor, in some cases domestic labor,
while rarely working off farm. Roles such as “farm-wife domestic partner” tend to be
“opposing” roles, complicating the work of a primary operator, again demonstrating the
complexity of women’s farming identities (Brasier et al. 2014:290). Among the farmers
in this exploratory research, one case in particular reflects the identity and role salience
referenced in Brasier et al’s (2014) research.
Kristal self-identified as an independent farmer but because of her role as a
mother, has developed a farming partnership with her husband. In this partnership,
Kristal’s roles and responsibilities reflect that of a primary operator and should be
understood as such: Kristal is an organic farmer in South Dakota who is also raising two
young children. She regularly discussed the challenges that she faced with trying to
maintain her business in addition to accounting for the care of her children. Her husband
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“helps” on the farm, but she holds the title of “farmer” a title that she is proud to
maintain, and one that she feels she often has to defend at farming conferences. This
occurs regardless of the fact that she is the one that is seeking educational material,
knows all the details of the farm operation from keeping the books, paying taxes,
ordering seed, planting, monitoring crop health, weather patterns, on top of “maintaining
the household books” preparing meals and reading bedtime stories. She goes onto explain
that it is because of her husband’s off farm work that she is able to maintain the farm to
the level that she feels is viable, however as a result of having two young children at
home, she has asked her husband to take over more farming responsibilities until their
children are older. In addition, she also looks to him to maintain machinery, a common
characteristic of the division of labor among many participants of this research.
Finally, her work in organic farming is reflective of her beliefs about the negative
impacts that conventional practices can have on human health; impacts that she is gravely
concerned about because of her role as a mother, and the responsibilities that she holds
with maintaining the health of her children. She argued that the practices that she utilizes
are good for her and her children’s health, good for the environment, and contribute less
to the depletion of the land, soil, and the plants and animals that rely on the same land she
does to grow food. In addition, she suggests that it is the belief about the impact that
human beings can have on the environment that she suggests anthropogenic climate
change is “happening” and causing her to alter her approaches to farming. For example,
she is plowing under her garlic fields and transitioning to perennials, adding livestock,
and digging a well for water.
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The result of this discussion and Kristal’s contribution to this research is a clear

example of the link between farming practices, role saliency, her position on the climate
change continuum, thus how she is adapting to climate change (Brasier et al. 2014). In
addition, women like Kristal emphasize the importance of farming networks that are
inclusive of women and supportive of their work, in all of its forms, on the farm.

Formal and Informal Networks
Another key finding of this research includes women’s differing use of farming
networks. The analysis indicates that there are distinct farming networks, which are
determined based on farmer identity and forms of agricultural production. In several
cases, gendered networks and the resources that they offer are important tools that
women farmers seek to aid in their work. The closer that women are to agricultural
production the more likely they are to rely on multiple networks, and identify specific
gendered networks and programs. Women farming alternatively in South Dakota utilized
the most diverse set of networks, due to the fact that there are few resources specific to
farming sustainably or organically with the exception of Dakota Rural Action, and even
fewer resources available specifically for women actively engaged in farming.
Women who were farming using sustainable farming practice tended to use
gender specific organizations or attend conferences and meetings designed for women
farmers. Women in all three states expressed a desire for more programs reflective of
their experiences in farming regardless of the type of farming that they were doing or
their roles on the farm. However, their role on the farm often determined the type of
resources they needed; some women stated they were looking for other women to share
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their experiences with, while women working as primary operators were looking for
assistance in addressing such things as farm equipment, estate planning, and educational
support. Farm networks were also a place where women discussed climate change,
though largely in informal settings.
Among the women who were farming in alternative agriculture, several stated that
there weren’t specific conversations had about climate change; they admitted climate
change was happening and were more likely to discuss strategies to help cope with these
changes. This was a common reaction among women farming in alternative agriculture.
Women suggested that they spent time talking about how to adapt to climate change or
how to prevent further damage. Ultimately, networks were relied upon for farming
related information and support, and played a minimal role influencing perceptions of
climate change, but a somewhat larger role in helping women to adapt to climate change.
Although this was the case for the majority of the women interviewed, most women
suggested that the methods that they employed to adapt to climate change were things
that they researched independently, or learned about in informal conversations with other
farmers.
Farming networks and organizations have an opportunity to continue to support
and learn from farmers by cataloging the ways in which farmers are adapting to climate
change, specifically the ways in which women have successfully applied various adaption
methods. The inclusion of women’s approaches to adapting to climate change will add to
the vacancy that exists in this literature, and could be a valuable source of information
because of the high number of women farming in various forms of small-scale
agriculture. It will take innovation, creativity, and praxis to continue to respond to climate
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change and provide food security for local communities in the Upper Midwest. Women
in alternative agriculture are at the forefront of these changes and will continue to need
support implementing strategies.
The use of farming networks and their resources shifts dramatically for women
farming conventionally. Of the ten independent producers, two farm conventionally and
they both suggested that gendered networks are not a resource sought, but other farmer’s
practical experience and know-how was a great source of information, education, and
local knowledge. Women farming conventionally also relied heavily upon extension
research and programs. In addition, a few women indicated that they utilize their local
FSA office, as well as pesticide companies, their local CENEX, and seed company
information for support in their farming.
Woman farming conventionally in partnerships and as “farm helpers” (Pearson
1979) were also more likely to indicate that they relied on their husband or partner to
make network-based decisions, and joined him at conferences, conventions and various
meetings and workshops. In one such case, a woman farming in partnership expressed a
desire to be more involved with farming networks, but her husband was reluctant.
Women farming in conventional agriculture spoke less about the importance of farm
networks and organizations with the exception of extension offices, however network use
is an area that needs to be revisited among women farming conventionally. As Devine
(2013) demonstrates in her research of farm women in Iowa and the creation of
organizations in support of the family farm, farming networks historically have played a
critical role in information sharing and support. However, the use of networks as a
resource was understated in the interviews with women farming conventionally.
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This could reflect a more isolationist approach taken in contemporary

conventional farming, indicative of the mechanization of farming, and the masculine
characteristic of this independence. It may also reflect a potential weakness of the
interview protocol used to investigate the use of farming networks. I approached this
topic in the interviews the same for women farming conventionally as I did for women
farming in alternative agriculture. It may have been beneficial to consider alternative
probing questions for women farming in conventional agriculture related to the use of
networks in support of the family farm (Devine 2013).
What can be drawn from women farming in conventional agriculture is that there
is less reliance on farm networks for support and education in the work that they perform
on the farm (Brasier et al. 2014), however there is evidence that some of the greatest
influence comes from university research, extension, seed distributors such as Monsanto,
and other farmers. The difference between “primary operators” use of farm networks and
“partners” is reflective of the decision-making that takes place on the farm (Brasier et al.
2014; Trauger et al. 2008). Women who are primary operators have more control over
what organizations they are involved with that support their farming, whereas women
who are farming in partnerships are likely to defer to their husbands for network related
decisions, a common occurrence among the women farming conventionally. Though
formal networks appear to have less direct impact over the decisions that are made on the
farm, informal networks with other farmers appears to be an exceptional resource.
Farmer-to-farmer information sharing was the most valuable resource that farmers
applied in their operation, and where farmers are developing methods to adapt to climate
change in their region. In many cases, women discussed the value of informal networks
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and the use of “potlucks” and “dinners” as a way to gather to share information, best
practices, and in some cases “commiserate” over the challenges they faced as farmers.
Other women stated that several adaption methods began with discussions that were had
with other vendors at their local farmer’s market. Several women farming in alternative
agriculture noted this important resource; one woman detailed the valuable information
that she often received from her customers as well.
In summary, both women farming conventionally and in alternative agriculture
utilized a mix of network resources. However it appears that women farming in
alternative agriculture relied more heavily on formal networks to support their farming.
This could be reflective of the nature and type of farming that they are doing, which may
require more specialized information and resources, some of which networks like Dakota
Rural Action, The Land Stewardship Project and MOSES can provide. In addition, it is
important to note that women are constantly doing their own research, seeking resources
from research organizations and universities across the U.S. Several noted the resources
that they gained from social media, and other Internet based websites played an important
role in their decision-making. Women also indicated that they received magazines,
newsletters, and purchased books to help in their farming or to help with seasonal
projects like canning. These resources were also utilized among women farming
conventionally, and may reflect the dichotomies present in the gender division of labor
that takes place in three of the seven cases where women are farming conventionally.
Alternately, there is an interesting change that is taking place in conventional agriculture
as more young women enter into this industry for the first time.
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Women are farming in what they refer to as “true” partnerships, where they can

do all of the same labor as their male counterpart. They often have agricultural related
degrees, unlike women farming similarly in previous generations. In one particular case,
Heather is farming conventionally in partnership with her husband, and argues that she
can and does everything her husband does. However, the difference remains that she
continues to fight to be recognized as a “real” farmer by both men and women; an
experience that her husband does not have to account for; a cultural artifact reflective of
an “agrarian ideology” that suggests men are the face of farming (Allen and Sachs 2007;
Coldwell 2009; Devine 2013; Pini 2005; Sachs 1996; Trauger 2004; Trauger et al. 2010).

Agricultural Practices and Attitudes on Climate Change
Nineteen women interviewed where farming organically and identified with
anthropogenic perceptions of climate change, thus they were practicing and applying
“eco-friendly” farming practices focused on maintaining the integrity of the natural
environment, both locally and globally. In addition, other characteristics reflective of this
group of women include active engagement with local food movements, community
activism and food educational forms. The greatest number of “independent producers”
(Pearson 1979) was women farming organically or women who were using sustainable
farming practices. This group of 10 women was among those who were USDA certified
organic farmers, were the primary operators, the decision-makers on the farm, were often
leaders in their farm networks, and local food movements. This example is very different
from the three women who conceived of climate change as a myth. These women tended
to enter into farming through marriage or had been farming conventionally all of their
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lives. In addition, they were likely to farm in partnership with their husband or partner,
made decisions jointly with their husbands or partners, and were more likely to identify
environmental concerns that could be addressed by conservation practices, such as the
maintenance of shelterbelts, buffer zones, and land earmarked for the Conservation
Reserve Program or CRP land.
This exploratory research demonstrates women’s positions on the climate change
continuum which reflect the farming practices that they adhere to, however it is important
to note that I did not attempt to quantify women’s perceptions of climate change nor am I
suggesting that because women farm using a particular method that their beliefs about
climate change are predictable. However, this exploration highlights the multiplicity of
women’s experiences as farmers and the challenges they encounter with climate change
in the Upper Midwest.

Climate Change and Adaption Practices
Women’s perceptions of climate change reflect a multiplicity of experiences and
are linked to the farming practices that are adhered to on the farm as well as how women
are adapting their farming. The final research question focused on how women farmer’s
recognition of climate change impacts how they farm? Where there is an influential
relationship is between farming practices, perceptions of climate change, and adaption
methods. This is where the climate change continuum is applied to delineate the adaptive
practices that women are utilizing in their farming, if any.
Among women farming in conventional agriculture, no one specified adaptive
practices used to address issues in their farming related to climate change. They did
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nonetheless identify specific conservation practices that stressed environmental
awareness and preservation for future generations (of farmers). Women stated that
conversation of farmland and nature were important aspects of their farming, reflective of
good business practices, but did not reflect adapting to climate change. For women
farming in alternative agriculture, adapting to climate change is a means of survival.
Women farming in alternative, sustainable and organic agriculture are adapting to
climate change in significant ways. In these cases, they are practicing perennialization of
their land, which is lower maintenance and is more resilient to extreme weather events.
Other women are focusing on water conservation and water capture as effective ways in
which they adapt to climate change. While other women are diversifying their farm
operation in order to “spread out risk” and maintain a viable operation. Some of the
greatest challenges that are unique to small-scale alternative agriculture is the cost of
adaptation, especially when implementing hoop houses or high tunnels, however several
women indicate that there are grants available to support this endeavor, and have found
high tunnels to be worth the investment. Finally, women are utilizing livestock in unique
ways while using rotational grazing patterns that help not only to restore wildlife areas
but are beneficial for the livestock and the soil itself.
In summary, women farmers are adapting to climate change in ways that have
proven to be beneficial for their operation, the environment, and for future generations of
farmers. Those women who are employing specific adaptive practices reflect “believers”
on the perception continuum. The majority of the women working in alternative
agriculture fit this characteristic, while others positions are more ambiguous. Still other
women are denying any direct impact of climate change on their farming and are
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demonstrating few, if any, adaptive practices. The women in this final group are among
the “deniers” of climate change, however they remain keenly aware of environmental
events that affect their farm. In conclusion, the adaption methods that women farmers
rely upon reflect their position on the climate change perception continuum, and the
farming practices that they maintain.

Future Research
The findings of Brasier et al.’s (2014) research provide an opportunity for future
research that includes this comprehensive identity paradigm, an approach that could
illuminate the identity and role experiences of women farming in the Upper Midwest.
Future research on women farming in the Upper Midwest should also include the
intersections of race, class and gender whereby applying Brasier et al.’s (2014) role
saliency framework could further expand our understanding of women’s work in
agriculture. For example, Hispanic Americans represented the fastest growing minority
group identifying as farmers in the U.S. (2012 USDA Census of Agriculture). The
application of Feminist Standpoint theory and Situated Knowledge would be a valuable
addition to research on this growing subset of farmers in the U.S. Future research should
continue to focus on the importance of local foods especially as Indigenous communities
across the Upper Midwest are locked into food deserts, whereby empowering women
farmers in these communities could have positive, long-term impacts. Additionally,
research that includes Hmong farmers could provide a comprehensive look at farming in
Minnesota, and include a gender analysis that would explore this group’s contributions to
local food markets in rural communities across Minnesota. Furthermore, future research
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could benefit women farming in the U.S. in general by completing a cross-comparative
regional analysis of farmer identities, practices, network use, and adaption to climate
change. Finally, research on climate change and agriculture in the U.S. needs to include
the analysis of gender in order for it to be inclusive and relevant to women laboring in
agriculture across the nation. The intended goal being to continue to provide resources
specific to women, as they are likely to face some significant challenges as small-scale
farmers. However, research may also benefit women in farming by illustrating the ways
in which small-scale farm operations are likely to remain successful in the face of climate
change because they epitomize diversity; an essential requirement for effectively
adapting to climate change (Hatfield et al. 2014; Pryor et al. 2014).

Conclusion
The women included in this study demonstrate how small-scale agriculture is a
highly diverse subset of agricultural production. Women are changing their farming
practices, selling locally grown and raised commodities in community markets, are
implementing conversation practices, and demonstrating expertise in adapting their
farming for success in the face of climatic change. Though the scope of this research is
limited (n=26), the depth of the women’s knowledge and experience in agricultural
production in the Upper Midwest is reflective of women’s changing farmer identities,
which includes a multiplicity of roles, that challenge traditional notions of gendered work
on the farm, illustrative of women’s increasing authority in decision-making, effectively
altering farming practices.
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Situated knowledge as a theoretical approach was used to identify how women

farm by including their achieved positionality, representative of their unique relationship
to the land that they farm, and the ways in which environmental attitudes are
complicating this relationship. Agricultural production can be better understood when
applying this theory to the work that women perform in agriculture, because it
demonstrates changing environmental attitudes and ultimately how women are adapting
to climate change in their farming. Furthermore, situated knowledge as a theoretical lens
indicates a specific use of networks that is consistent with women’s farm identities and
the practices that they engage with on the farm. In addition, this theoretical approach
provides insight into the ways in which women rely on other women in agriculture for
support, encouragement, as well as technical advice and knowledge sharing. The
concentration of women in small scale agriculture should be viewed not only as the
outcome of agrarian ideology (Allen and Sachs 2007), but also can be interpreted as
success stories, where women are determining their role in agricultural production,
effectively applying new technology, and setting the stage for future generations of
growers.
Women’s influence in agriculture is especially evident among women who are
primary operators, but increased levels of equality among women farming in partnerships
with their husbands or partner is also operant. These key findings reflect current identity
research (see Brasier et al. 2014) and demonstrate the multiplicity of roles that women
fulfill on the farm, and how these roles change in alignment with farming practices.
In conclusion, how women farm illustrates the relationship among farmer identity
and farming practices, and how these statuses influence one’s position along the climate
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change continuum, thus how women farmers adapt to climate change. This knowledge
can support and guide women as they continue to increase in representation in all areas of
agriculture, and contribute to understanding the varying ways in which women farmers
are adapting to these changes.
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APPENDIX

Appendices 1
Farmer network and organization use categorized by farmer identity typologies and
agricultural type (Pearson 1979).
Network or
Organization: Alternative
Agriculture
Appropriate Technology
Transfer for Rural Areas
(ATTRA)
Buy Fresh Buy Local
Buy Fresh Buy Local
Center for Rural Affairs

State
MT

SD
IA
Nationa
l
Cornell University
NY
Dakota Rural Action
SD
Dakota Rural Action- Farm SD
Beginnings
Farming Services Agency
IA
Great Plains Vegetable
The
Growers Association
Great
Plains
Holistic Management
Intl.
International
Iowa State University
IA
Leopold Center
IA
Local Foods Co-op
SD
Midwest Sustainable
Midwes
Agriculture Network
t
Minnesota Farmer’s Union MN
Minnesota Fruit and
MN
Vegetable Growers
Association
Minnesota Institute for
MN
Sustainable Agriculture
Minnesota Organic
MN
Agriculture Con.
Midwest Organic and
WI
Sustainable Education
Services (MOSES)
National Buffalo
Nationa
Foundation
l
National Extension
Nationa

Ind.
Farmer

Farm
Partner

Farm
Helper

Farm
Homemaker

2
1
1
2
1
4
2

1

1
1
1
3
3
1
1
1

1

2
1

1
1

3

4
1

2

1

1
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Services
Natural Resources
Conservation Service
Northern Plains
Sustainable Agricultural
Society
Pesticide Action Network
Practical Farmers of Iowa
SDSU Wheat Farm
South Dakota Specialty
Crop Producers
Association
Sustainable Farming
Association
The Land Stewardship
Project
The Land Stewardship
Project- Beginning
Farmers Program
University of Minnesota
Extension
Network or
Organization:
Conventional Agriculture
CENEX
Commodity Check-off
Program
Dakota Fest
Extension
Farm Credit
Farming Services Agency
John Deere Days
Minnesota Farmers Union
Natural Resources
Conservation Service
SDSU Extension
Sow Farmers Union
Network or
Organization: Women
Centered
Advanced Agricultural
Leadership Program
Center for Rural Affairs

l
Nationa
l
ND

2
2

1

IA
IA
SD
SD

1
3

MN

2

2

IA

4

2

4
1

1
1
2

IA

1

MN
State
SD
Nationa
l
SD
Nationa
l
Nationa
l
SD
SD
MN
Nationa
l
SD
MN
State

1
Ind.
Farmer

Farm
Partner

1
Farm
Helper

Farm
Homemaker

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
Ind.
Farmer

Farm
Partner

Intl.

1

Nationa

1

1
Farm
Helper

Farm
Homem
aker
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Executive Women in
Agriculture
Minnesota Farmers Union
(Women’s Leadership
Conference)
Midwest Organic and
Sustainable Education
Services (MOSES)- In Her
Boots Series
Norfolk Agricultural
Women
Women In Blue Jeans
Women, Food and
Agriculture Network
Women’s Agricultural
Network

l
Nationa
l
MN
WI

1
1
3

1

ND

1

SD
IA

1
3

VT

3

1
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Appendices 2
Women Farmers Interview Protocol: Identity, Practices, and Networks
Introduction
The purpose of this interview is to gather information from you, a woman farmer that
reflects your identity as a farmer, the practices you utilize as a farmer, and the networks
that you rely on for information and support.

Questions:
Identity
1. Please describe how you entered into farming? Who or what was the greatest
influence on your decision to become a farmer?
2. Please discuss what it is like to be a woman in a primarily male dominated
industry.
3. Do you identify yourself as the principal operator of your farm or as a farmer’s
helper, partner or farmer’s wife?
4. How would you describe the work that you perform on the farm? Do you feel the
work that you perform on the farm is essential or required for the farms daily
maintenance?
5. Would you describe your role/position on the farm as an equal one to that of your
partner/husband? Do you perform similar tasks as your partner/husband on the
farm?
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6. As a woman in agriculture, does the traditional ideology that depicts men as
authentic or true farmers influence how you farm? Would you describe yourself
as an authentic farmer?

Practices
1. Using the following definitions from the 2007 Census of Agriculture, would you
describe your farm production as USDA Certified Organic, “making the transition
to organic”, “exempt from certification because of sales totaling less than $5000”,
or other? Or would you describe your farming as small-scale conventional
agriculture grossing $250,000 per year or less?
2. How much would you say you contribute to (or control) the decision-making that
takes place on the farm?
3. As a woman in agriculture, what role do you see humans playing in the abuse of
the environment? How do you perceive the concern for an environmental crisis?
(Possibility of an ecocrisis)
4. What environmental changes, if any, would you attribute to a climate change?
Have these changes impacted your farming practices?
5. Please describe, if any, the adaption methods that you have employed to address
concerns about climate change or the impacts of climate change, if any?
6. Do you, as a woman in agriculture, view nature as fragile or as maintaining a
delicate balance? Based on your work in agriculture, do you find that “human
interference with nature produces disastrous results”? (Fragility of nature)
7. Do your beliefs about the impacts of agriculture on the environment affect how
you farm? Can you describe how, if any, farming impacts the environment?
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Networks
1. What types of social/ farm networks do you rely on for farming information? Are
these networks primarily for women who are working as farmers?
2. Do you trust the information that you acquire from the networks that you are
involved in? If not, where else do you seek support for your farming practices?
3. What types of benefits are there to participating in the farm networks that you are
involved in? What do you find are the most valuable resources gained from
participating in farming networks?
4. What other resources do you seek to address issues that you have regarding your
farming?
5. Do the networks that you participate in share your views on climate change? How
does this influence the type of adaption to climate change, if any, that you include
in your farming?
Demographic information
1. What is your primary occupation?
2. What is your age?
3. What is your material/domestic partnership status?
4. What is the highest degree that you have completed?
5. Did you inherit, purchase or do you rent the land that you are farming?
6. How long have you worked on the farm?
7. What county and state does the farming primarily occur in?
8. How long have you lived in the county and state?

1
2
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Appendices 3

IF YOU
WOULD LIKE
TO
PARTICIPATE,
PLEASE
CONTACT:
	
  
Erin SeldatKline
612-799-5015
Erin.Seldat@
sdstate.edu
SDSU
Brookings, SD
Sociology and
Rural Studies

Preliminary title, “In her hands: Understanding Women’s
Agricultural Practices, Perceptions and Adaption to Climate
Change in the Upper Midwest.”
I am seeking women farmers to

participate in a research project
that focuses entirely on the work
of women in agriculture.
For this research, I am gathering
qualitative interview data from
women working as producers in
alternative and conventional
agriculture in the states of South
Dakota, Minnesota and Iowa.
The goal of the research is to
include women’s experiences and
knowledge about agriculture and
the environment in an industry
where women’s voices are
generally absent.
Your participation in this
research will add to the growing
literature on the vital roles that

women have and are playing in
the production of food
commodities in the Midwest,
and the impacts of
environmental changes on this
process.
Participants will be
compensated $10 for an hour
of their time, and will be
provided with a copy of their
interview transcript to review.
Interviews can be conducted in
person, by phone or Skype.
If you are interested in being
interviewed for this research,
please contact me.
Thank you for your time!
Sincerely,
Erin

